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5ABSTRACT 
This thesis will examine the manner in which paternal authority is represented by 
Asian American female writers, specifically in Maxine Hong Kingston’s China 
Men, Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife, and Shirley Geok-
lin Lim’s Among the White Moon Faces: Memoirs of an Asian-American feminist. 
The purpose of my research on these texts is to discover how male figures are 
represented, the reasons why Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan and Shirley Geok-
lin Lim have depicted men the way they do and the implications of their portrayals 
of paternal authority for the Asian American literary canon.
6INTRODUCTION
Representing paternal authority in Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan and 
Shirley Geok-lin Lim
In the Asian American literary canon, memoirs often tell us about the experience of 
migration from the Old World to the New World, the feelings associated with 
growing up in the United States as a second-generation Asian American and the 
coping with difficulties of adjustment and assimilation as a first-generation Asian 
American. My choice of the works of women writers that resemble memoirs as 
subjects of study in this thesis is deliberate. By claiming that such works resemble 
memoirs, I mean that the narrative perspective need not necessarily be from the 
first person. My definition of “memoir-like” extends to texts that deal with a 
personalized and detailed migration experience. Amy Tan’s The Kitchen God’s Wife 
fit into this category of texts that contain details that resemble the author’s 
experience but are not directly narrated from the author’s first-person perspective. 
In the case of the The Joy Luck Club, there has not been much resemblance to a 
memoir that is a singular authorial experience. However, the various narratives put 
together by Tan contain facets of her life – the existence of those facts in 
themselves causes her novels to resemble memoirs.
7The memoir written by an Asian American woman involves speaking up 
against marginalization that occurs due to her gender and ethnicity. For a woman 
writer, writing a memoir is associated with the transgression of patriarchal norms. 
According to Wong Soak Koon, “For women, writing the autobiographical form is, 
from the start, fraught with uncertainty and prohibition. In many cultures, 
especially in Asia, women are seen as repositories of valorized family histories and 
idealized community myths, often voicing these when sanctioned to do so. To break 
the silence independently and above all, to tell tales of family dysfunctions and 
communal tyrannies is to risk loss of reputation and societal censure. One recalls …
Kingston’s unease at dredging up her aunt’s ghost, an act injurious to the repose of 
both the living and the dead” (149). That an Asian American woman writer is twice 
removed from the centre of white dominant power renders her memoir even more 
significant because she has to overcome both Chinese patriarchy and 
marginalization in white society before she can even begin to find her own voice 
and articulate her experiences. 
The publication of Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: Memoirs  
of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (1976) served as the catalyst for academic interest in 
works by Asian American authors. Even though there were several popular Asian 
American writers before Kingston, Kingston’s work introduces the idea that Asian 
American authors are able to write American literature and that these works can 
8also be studied in a systematic way as part of the American canon. The Asian 
American canon then forms a sub-set of the American canon. One of the primary 
aims of the Asian American canon is to claim America as one’s homeland. The 
narrator at the end of The Woman Warrior implies that the United States is where 
she, a Chinese American, belongs. Kingston creates a sense of belonging to the 
United States by invoking the story of a Chinese woman, Tsai Yen, who was 
kidnapped by barbarians to a foreign land that is intended to represent America. 
The bridging of Chinese culture and American culture is depicted through Tsai 
Yen’s singing of a Chinese song that “translated well” (209) to the barbarians’ 
language that supposedly represents American English. The fact that a Chinese 
song can be well translated into a language that is intended to represent American 
English shows that Kingston feels that American culture and Chinese culture can be 
reconciled in the formation of Chinese American identity. It has to be 
acknowledged that The Woman Warrior originally contained material that then 
became Kingston’s second novel, China Men. After the revision of The Woman 
Warrior, however, male figures are largely absent from Kingston’s book except 
when she wants to criticize Chinese patriarchy that does not value girls. For 
instance, Kingston recalls how her father often compared his daughters with 
maggots.  Such recollections and Kingston’s anger towards her memories of her 
9father’s misogynist behavior points towards the existence of some radicalism in her 
feminism.
Ever since The Woman Warrior was published and the development of the 
field of Asian American literary studies, numerous books and journal articles have 
been written on topics that range from the mother-daughter relationship and 
achievement of female empowerment to the negotiation of Asian American identity. 
This list is by no means exhaustive as many other areas of study have since 
emerged, including that of the father-son relationship as represented by male 
writers. What is of relevance to my area of concentration in this thesis is that in 
contrast with the large amount of scholarship which focuses on the analysis of 
female characters, few sustained studies have been done on paternity as represented 
by women authors in Asian American Literature.  Important aspects of the 
migration narrative have to do with the representation of men.
Paternal authority, or the authority that is associated with the father figure, 
has mostly been portrayed negatively by female authors with feminist concerns. By 
“feminist concerns”, I mean that they have expressed varying degrees of 
disapproval towards patriarchy in their works. Father figures have been portrayed 
by feminists as an abstract source of authority which systematically disempowers 
women. Yet, it is important to realize that such negative portrayals of the father 
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figure are stereotypes. In such portrayals, he is no longer humane but has been 
reduced to an abstract source of patriarchal authority. However, as I will be 
showing in this thesis, paternal authority is not always necessarily represented as 
patriarchal by female authors.
This thesis will explore how paternal authority is represented in the works 
of Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan and Shirley Geok-lin Lim by examining the 
portrayal of male characters and the father figure. My reading of the father figure as 
portrayed by Kingston, Tan and Lim will examine how three authors represent the 
power associated with the father figure. In the course of doing so, I will be 
interested in examining how they negotiate between the articulation of their 
feminist concerns and their own sense that paternal authority is patriarchal.
 In chapter one, I have chosen to focus on Kingston’s portrayal of her father 
and her male ancestors in China Men because this work offers us a rare glimpse of 
a female author putting aside her feminist concerns to understand the struggles that 
men face. In comparison with Kingston’s radical feminism that takes the form of an 
expression of extreme anger towards her father and patriarchy in The Woman 
Warrior, Kingston’s feminism in China Men is more tempered and I will be 
showing how this is the case in my first chapter by examining how Kingston tries 
to downplay the radicalism of her feminism even as she expresses frustration 
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towards her father’s authority in the text. She may disapprove of how patriarchy 
constrains women, but she tries to understand how men face disempowerment in 
society as well. Traces of feminism still exist, but Kingston consciously tries to 
negotiate between her radical feminism and her desire to restore paternal authority. 
Indeed, in her course of narrating the history of Chinese American male 
immigrants, she tries to downplay her feminism in her bid to depict the 
emasculation suffered by them and to critique mainstream American society for 
marginalizing Chinese immigrants.
In China Men, Kingston argues that her father and other Chinese men 
deserve recognition as American citizens because of their contributions to the 
building of America. For instance, she depicts how the Chinese workers played a 
major role in the building of the transcontinental railroad, thereby contributing to 
the creation of a transportation network that contributed significantly to the 
economic development of America. By re-creating and re-telling anecdotes derived 
from myth and her mother’s “talk stories”, she gives her father a past in America. 
Her move to retell the history of her Chinese ancestors also restores presence and 
voice to her forefathers, thereby cementing their status as rightful citizens of 
America. They belong because they have a history in America and, more 
importantly, have contributed to the construction of the foundations of the 
American economy. 
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Amy Tan also represents the migration experience in The Joy Luck Club and 
The Kitchen God’s Wife. These works have attracted a mainstream American 
readership. Indeed, both works are “highly acclaimed best-seller[s]” (Wong 174). 
The Joy Luck Club was listed on “The New York Times bestseller list…for nine 
months” (Wong 174). Also, The Joy Luck Club’s status as a critically acclaimed 
novel is established by the fact that it “was a finalist for the National Book award 
and the National Book Critics Circle Award, and a recipient of the 1990 Bay Area 
Book Reviewers Award for Fiction” (Wong 174). Due to the “sensational success” 
(Wong 174) and extreme popularity of both novels, they will be worthy of my 
analysis. I have chosen to include Tan’s novels in my thesis despite their status as 
highly criticized works because both The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s  
Wife depict detailed experiences of both first-generation and second-generation 
Chinese Americans. What we get are thus detailed and emotionally-charged 
accounts of why the mothers left China, their difficulties of assimilating in 
America, their strained relationships with their American-born daughters and the 
daughters’ perspective of their life in the United States. Furthermore, the fact that 
both texts appeal to a large audience heightens the implications of Tan’s protrayals 
of China, men and the migration experience. More mainstream American readers 
will be likely to derive their impression of China and Chinese Americans through 
Tan’s works. Since both texts are meant to depict the experience of the migration of 
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Chinese Americans, David Leiwei Li feels that Tan’s featuring of four Chinese 
American families in The Joy Luck Club is too small a sample size to represent the 
entire spectrum of the Chinese American experience (112). The sample size 
becomes even smaller in The Kitchen God’s Wife given that it concentrates mainly 
on Winnie’s experience in China and her relationship with Pearl. The unfortunate 
result of Tan’s narrow portrayal is that readers who read Tan’s novels to derive 
more information regarding the lives of Chinese Americans are then led to the 
mistaken belief that all Chinese Americans resemble the families represented in her 
novels. 
In addition, Tan’s portrayal of men has been subject to further criticism by 
David Leiwei Li. Li argues that the opening segment of The Joy Luck Club invites 
the reader “to believe [that China] is replete with male chauvinist pigs whose pot 
bellies rest on their wives empty stomachs, while in bountiful America those who 
speak English are automatically well fed and respected” (113). Li suggests that Tan 
is being explicitly Orientalist in her portrayal of China and of Chinese men. Indeed, 
Sau-ling Cynthia Wong argues that Tan’s Orientalist portrayal of men caters to a 
white American feminist readership that favors portrayals of a backward and 
patriarchal China in order to celebrate the greater libration of women in the West 
(181).
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Tan’s agenda in both novels may be feminist with the intention to 
foreground women and to celebrate the reconciliation between mothers and 
daughters. However, her feminism seems crude when one takes into account her 
portrayal of men in both The Kitchen God’s Wife and The Joy Luck Club. I will be 
discussing her portrayal of men, especially men in China, as cruel patriarchal 
beings devoid of humanity. She reduces these male characters to caricatures that 
conform to an East/West dichotomy. A noteworthy example of this is Tan’s 
portrayal of Wen Fu in The Kitchen God’s Wife who epitomizes patriarchy at its 
most cruel without any explanation being provided for why he is so cruel. Such 
shallow representations of men serve to devalue Tan’s novel as an Asian American 
work that is supposed to represent the migration experience because it gives the 
reading audience a mistaken impression of Chinese men. Tan wants to depict the 
empowerment of daughters through their mothers’ intervention and stories. 
However, this empowerment occurs at the expense of the male characters. Besides 
reducing them to secondary roles that serve little function except to advance the 
plot, she also develops a few male characters to create rocky marriages to enable 
the mother to intervene. I will be showing how this is the case in her depiction of 
Lena St. Clair’s and Rose Hsu Jordan’s marriages. 
Furthermore, Tan’s novels become problematic when considered as Asian 
American texts within a canon that contains writers who want to claim America as 
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their homeland. Both the endings of The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s  
Wife that involve the Chinese American protagonists’ return to China are inherently 
problematic when one considers the purpose of Asian American Literature. The 
second-generation Asian Americans authors hope to claim America as their 
homeland and their rightful status as American citizens. However, the second-
generation Chinese American daughters Jing-mei and Pearl go to China to discover 
their Chinese identity. This being the case, American cannot be said to be “home” 
for Jing-mei and Pearl anymore. By returning to China, both Jing-mei and Pearl 
depend on China as a starting point from which to work out their identity. Indeed, 
both characters’ return to China seems to subvert the Asian American agenda of 
claiming American identity.
In Among the White Moon Faces, Shirley Lim writes about her life and 
migration experience not so much to claim America as her one and only homeland, 
like Kingston and Tan, but to depict how the transnational self is able to make 
various places, including the United States, her home. Even though Lim at times 
implies that Asia is not as well developed as America, she still strives to provide a 
balanced portrait of America that includes its unsavory aspects. There have been 
many book reviews written but reviewers tend to read her text via an ethnocentric 
Western perspective that instead draws attention to the reviewer’s own 
preoccupation that the East is inferior to the West.  For example, Brinda Bose 
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regards Lim’s “childhood [as] steeped in violence and poverty” (464), while 
Margaret Norton similarly feels that Lim’s “Malayan” childhood was “wild and 
impoverished” (104). Bose’s and Norton’s readings make it seem as if Lim’s 
representation of Malaya is akin to Tan’s portrayal of China – that both are 
portrayed as similarly backward, which is clearly not the case. Tan’s China is 
clearly presented as a more impoverished space than Lim’s Malaya.
However, the East/West dichotomy, though present in Lim’s representation 
of Malaya, is not as pronounced as the stark contrast between Tan’s depiction of 
China as a place fraught with natural disasters and poverty and her portrait of the 
United States as modern and developed. Even though Lim writes about her years 
spent growing up in the flimsy house in the Malaccan countryside, her depictions 
of America are more objective than Tan’s as Lim also portrays the parts of the 
United States that are less developed. Images of decay and dirt dominate this 
description of her first student apartment in New England: “Behind spilling garbage 
cans and dirty snow hills, the sodden apartment houses that smelled like rotting 
layers of onion offered no hospitality. Peeling shingles exposed the rickety 
construction that gave the New England milltown its disreputable appearance – 
warehouses and whorehouses for the nineteenth-century working poor, today 
converted into disintegrating rentals for scholarship students” (208). The fact that 
her account as a student studying in America contains descriptions of the run-down 
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student hostels emphasizes that she is by no means providing her readers with an 
idealized representation of America – what we get instead is the stark and at times 
unpleasant reality of a young Chinese Malaysian woman struggling to assimilate 
into the United States by overcoming gender and racial barriers set up by 
mainstream white American society. Indeed, her memoir is about her experience of 
marginalization not only as a Chinese American in the United States, but also as a 
Chinese Malaysian woman in British colonial Malaysia and subsequently in Malay-
dominated Malaysia. In my final chapter, I will be demonstrating how she 
overcomes her experiences of marginalization and how her feminism, anti-colonial 
sentiments and transnational identity develop as she confronts the socially 




Representing paternal authority in Maxine Hong Kingston
In this chapter, I will be showing how Maxine Hong Kingston negotiates between 
her feminist concerns and her wish to restore paternal authority to her emasculated 
male ancestors who have been marginalized by white society. To propound my 
argument that Kingston does considerably downplay the radicalism of her feminism 
in China Men, I will first explain how Kingston plays down her feminism before 
moving on to discuss the various ways in which she restores paternal authority to 
her forefathers.
Kingston is a Chinese American author who has fascinated feminist critics 
because of what is perceived to be her distinctively feminist voice. Kingston’s first 
novel, The Woman Warrior, has been read with reference to her voicing of feminist 
concerns. With regard to her feminism, critics have debated the question of whether 
China Men contains feminist anger like The Woman Warrior. Such critical 
contentions exist because China Men has been regarded as a text that is closely 
related to The Woman Warrior. Suzanne Juhasz has termed both texts “Maxine 
Hong Kingston’s two-volume autobiography” (173), while Maureen Sabine has 
argued in Maxine Hong Kingston’s Broken Book of Life: An Intertextual Study of 
The Woman Warrior and China Men, that both texts can be better understood when 
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read alongside each other. Juhasz’s labeling of the texts as a “two-volume 
autobiography” (173) and Sabine’s argument point toward the perceived closeness 
of the two works. In addition, critics find that some of the stories in China Men and 
The Woman Warrior were part of Kingston’s “original ambition to create an 
extended family saga” (Sabine 16), but the stories on men were removed and 
written as a separate book, because, as Sabine quotes Kingston as saying in an 
interview, “[the men’s stories] were weakening the feminist point of view” (Sabine 
1). Kingston’s reason for separating her narratives on men from her narratives on 
women implies that she does not intend China Men to be explicitly feminist. 
However, some feminist critics have overly focused on Kingston’s reputation as a 
feminist writer. The success of The Woman Warrior has resulted in the 
establishment of Kingston’s reputation as a feminist writer in which “she is…
accepted by an American feminist readership intent on seeing her as a female writer 
whose central concerns are women and women’s issues” (Hattori 223). Due to the 
critics’ preconceived notion of Kingston as a feminist author, they expect China 
Men and The Woman Warrior to be ideologically consistent even as these two texts 
deal with very different issues. As a result, they insist that China Men contains 
feminist anger towards men. King-kok Cheung, for example, argues, “Although 
China Men mostly commemorates the founding fathers of Chinese America, this 
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companion volume to The Woman Warrior is also suffused with ‘feminist anger’”. 
(240 emphasis mine).  
However, whether China Men is “suffused with ‘feminist anger’” (Cheung 
240) towards men is debatable. Cheung’s argument serves as an apt example which 
illustrates that what usually sparks off critical debate about whether Kingston is 
explicitly feminist in China Men is her opening chapter, “On Discovery”. Her 
opening chapter depicts a Chinese merchant, Tang Ao, who is imprisoned and 
tortured in the matriarchal “Land of Women” which, according to the narrator, “was 
[located] in North America” (5). Donald C. Goellnicht has argued that the 
importance of “On Discovery” “cannot be underestimated” because it functions “as 
a controlling myth” and establishes Kingston’s agenda for the rest of China Men 
(192). Therefore, it will be useful to determine how Kingston’s feminism is 
portrayed in “On Discovery” before deciding whether feminist concerns shape and 
inform the narrative of China Men. Tang Ao represents the Chinese immigrant who 
comes to America. What feminist critics, including Cheung, have often deduced 
from “On Discovery” is Kingston’s explicit critique of patriarchal practices in 
which Tang Ao’s physical appearance is feminized through the processes of ear-
piercing and foot-binding. Both procedures are patriarchal, as ear -piercing 
facilitates the wearing of earrings that enhances the appeal of the female body and 
reduces her to an object for the consumption of the male gaze, while foot-binding 
21
restricts her movement to the private sphere of the home. Furthermore, the women 
attempt to feminize his male body by reducing its utility to the reproductive 
function by forcing him to drink “vinegar soup” (4) that will enhance the health of 
the womb. However, overemphasizing and focusing one’s analysis on Kingston’s 
disapproval of patriarchal practices may well lead to a mistaken belief that she is 
criticizing only patriarchy and nothing else in “On Discovery”. For example, Leslie 
W. Rabine observes that “recounting with apparent relish the treatment of Tang Ao 
by the female rulers, it is a revenge story, since treating a man like a woman is in 
itself a form of revenge” (487). Rabine’s assertion that “On Discovery” constitutes 
a “revenge story” (487) against men stems from her observation that “the story…is 
a modified version of an episode from Li Ju Chen’s Flowers in the Mirror. 
Although Kingston does not make an explicit connection between the oral legend 
and the novel, the similarities between China Men and Flowers in the Mirror are 
remarkable. Li Ju Chen is known as a feminist author in China. He sets off the 
action in his novel by a double act of revenge that ‘disturbs the principle of the 
sexes’ by putting a woman emperor on the throne” (487).While it is indeed 
tempting for the feminist critic to feel that Kingston’s depiction of a man being 
tortured by women shows only her feminist disapproval towards patriarchal 
customs of foot-binding and ear-piercing that subject women to extreme pain, 
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doing so would be ignoring Kingston’s main purpose in China Men, which is to 
restore paternal authority to her ancestors. 
Kingston’s use of examples of patriarchal practices may seem to point 
towards what Cheung feels to be a result of Kingston’s “feminist anger” (240). 
However, any traces of feminism in China Men do not reach the point of “feminist 
anger” (Cheung 240) that results in the explicit and harsh criticism of patriarchy 
found in The Woman Warrior. I do not get the sense that patriarchy is Kingston’s 
main object of criticism in “On Discovery”. If she is conveying feminist anger by 
explicitly criticizing patriarchy, as Cheung and Rabine argue, then her choice of 
Tang Ao as a victim would be illogical. There is no reason for her to depict the 
torture of a man who has not been a perpetrator of patriarchal practices. As not all 
men are perpetrators of patriarchy, Kingston would have made a male chauvinist 
the victim of torture if she had intended to depict feminist revenge. After all, the 
purpose of revenge is to right a wrong that has been committed. The seeking of 
revenge by a feminist against men thus implies that patriarchal evils have been 
committed. However, Kingston does not give any textual evidence to suggest that 
Tang Ao has been a perpetrator of patriarchy. Kingston emphasizes that he has not 
done anything wrong to deserve such violent treatment. Indeed, “On Discovery” 
begins with Tang Ao being “immediately captured” for no reason when he “came 
upon the Land of Women” (3). Thus, to convey “feminist anger” (Cheung 240) is 
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not Kingston’s intention in “On Discovery” because it does not make sense to 
explicitly criticize and to punish men for being patriarchal in the opening chapter of 
a book that she dedicates to her father, brothers, and husband. Helena Grice points 
out that the original title of China Men “was not ‘China Men’ but ‘Gold Mountain 
Heroes’” (43), which highlights Kingston’s desire to depict immigrants who are 
heroic in their struggle to survive in America. Thus, her use of the patriarchal 
practice of foot-binding in “On Discovery” should not be misread as a result of 
feminist anger towards men. No doubt, the writing of “On Discovery” is motivated 
by anger, but this anger is caused by what she feels to be the injustice of racism that 
has resulted in the loss of paternal authority. Her use of patriarchal practices is 
merely to show that the loss of Chinese immigrants’ paternal authority is as 
deplorable as patriarchal practices towards women. Her critique of patriarchy is 
hence implicit. She writes “On Discovery” to dramatize the loss of paternal 
authority, which in this case, refers to the taking away of male authority by an 
immigrant experience that is depicted as emasculating. Tang Ao is emasculated as 
his masculinity has been taken away by the process of feminization. This process of 
feminization, which causes him to have an appearance of a woman, also silences 
him. He ceases to speak after his feet have been bound. Tang Ao is confined to the 
private sphere as he is forced to occupy the subservient position of a female servant 
that is associated with silence. The fact that he is assigned a job “at the queen’s 
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court” (5) which only women can take up emphasizes that he has been completely 
robbed of his masculinity.  
Besides being confined to the private sphere that is associated with 
femininity, Tang Ao’s masculinity is also threatened by the fact that he is forced to 
wash his foot bandages soaked in blood. Kingston’s modification to Li’s Flowers in  
the Mirror, in which she includes the washing of foot bandages, creates an explicit 
link between the feminization of Tang Ao and the emasculation that her father 
suffered due to economic marginalization (Goellnicht 197). Economic 
marginalization, as E. D. Huntley points out, is a form of emasculation, in which 
“cultural conditions…deny the Chinese fathers the opportunity to provide 
adequately for their wives and children” (150). Benson Tong explains these 
“cultural conditions” (150) faced by Chinese immigrants: “social exclusion marked 
their daily existence. Life simply became a struggle, one haunted by unfulfilled 
Gold Mountain dreams” (21). Immigrants from China are confined to the margins 
of society and occupations associated with that space. Tong notes that “often 
Chinese occupied the menial positions, while Euro-Americans took the skilled ones 
– a reflection of a labor market stratified by race” (Tong 34). The Chinese 
immigrants are not given proper employment opportunities. Kingston’s father is 
forced by his poverty brought upon by his marginalized status to slog at the laundry 
where he stood to iron clothes for long hours till his “legs ached” (62). Donald 
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Goellnicht elaborates on the link between the father’s laundry business, 
emasculation and Tang Ao’s washing of foot bandages: “Kingston presents her 
father and his partners as engaged in their laundry business for long periods each 
day – a business considered so low and debased that, in their songs, they associate 
it with the washing of menstrual blood, which links their occupation back to Tang 
Ao, whose foot binding bandages smelt like laundry rags when he was forced to 
wash them” (Goellnicht 197). By pointing out that both Tang Ao’s washing of his 
bandages and the father’s laundry business are associated with “the washing of 
menstrual blood,” an essentially female task, Kingston emphasizes that working in 
the laundry is as emasculating as having to wash blood-drenched foot-binding 
bandages (Goellnicht 197). 
While Kingston acknowledges that her father has been marginalized, her 
narratives about her father – “The Father from China” and “The American Father” 
–contain feminist concerns. Thus, even as Kingston’s purpose in “On Discovery” is 
not to explicitly criticize patriarchy, she is by no means absolutely uncritical of 
patriarchy in China Men. Yuan Shu has suggested that “there are different and 
contradictory discourses at work simultaneously in Kingston’s [novel]” (205). 
Kingston’s purpose may be to restore her father’s authority that has been taken 
away through emasculation, but implicit frustration towards authority associated 
with men seems to lurk beneath in her narratives about her father. Implicit 
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frustration towards her father, while not present in “On Discovery,” does exist in 
other moments in the text. As I have shown in my discussion of “On Discovery,” it 
is important to note that this frustration does not constitute an outright 
condemnation of patriarchy. Kingston is by no means angry with her father. In the 
opening chapter of The Fifth Book of Peace, Kingston recounts after her father’s 
funeral: “I felt agony, that his life in America hadn’t taken. He’d been here since his 
teens, and he died regressing to a weird fantasy of China” (“Fire” 27).  That 
Kingston feels extremely distressed by the fact that her father was not able to 
realize his dreams in America because of exclusion by mainstream American 
society emphasizes that she is more concerned about her father’s exclusion and his 
loss of authority than her frustration over his bad moods. 
In the paragraphs that follow, I will be elaborating on how Kingston tries to 
downplay the radicalism of her feminism even as she expresses frustration towards 
her father’s authority in China Men. Traces of feminism still exist, but Kingston 
consciously tries to negotiate between feminism and restoring paternal authority. 
She tries to downplay her feminism in her bid to depict the emasculation suffered 
by the Chinese male immigrant and to critique mainstream American society for its 
mistreatment of Chinese immigrants. My approach would be to discuss these areas 
of ambiguity in Kingston’s depiction of her father’s loss of authority and her 
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attempt to restore paternal authority through her creation of narratives about her 
ancestors in China Men.
In “The Father from China,” Kingston is frustrated by her father’s periods 
of bad temper and silences. By telling her father, “[b]ut usually you did not play. 
You were angry. You scared us” (12), she reveals that she feels a certain degree of 
frustration with her father’s intimidating periods of anger. Her father’s silence is 
oppressive, rendering him emotionally inaccessible to his children. In “On 
Fathers,” Kingston emphasizes the fact that father figures are generally perceived 
by their children to be inaccessible at the emotional level. The father figure seems 
abstract because there is the lack of a sense of who the father is as a person. The 
children greet him readily because they recognize him by his external appearance 
and clothes.  They take turns to hug him as a form of greeting. However, it takes 
them some time to realize that the man whom they have been hugging is not their 
father. Their mistake in hugging a man whom they think is their father reveals that 
they do not seem to know who their father is beneath his external appearance. 
According to Mary Slowik, “the chapter leaves us with the haunting image of a 
man who only from the back looks like the real father, a man easily mistaken” 
(246). The fact that Kingston’s father seems interchangeable with another man 
emphasizes that father figures seem to be devoid of identity. Indeed, he seems 
merely a figure for the economic purpose of providing for the family by going to 
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work. Kingston’s father seems to be a prototype of the father figure who is 
inaccessible at the emotional level. During his periods of silence, he seems to be an 
emotionally empty figure who exists merely for the purpose of being greeted every 
morning. As Kingston tells her father, “Mother told us to say Good Morning to you 
whether or not you answered” (14). Besides resulting in emotional inaccessibility, 
his oppressive silence also causes his children to think the worst of him when they 
try to figure out his thoughts, “We invented the terrible things that you were 
thinking: That your mother had done you some unspeakable wrong, so you left 
China forever. That you hate daughters. That you hate China” (14). 
However, instead of continuing to believe her childhood inventions that 
cause her to imagine her father as a misogynist who “hate[s] daughters” (14), 
frustration inspires Kingston to create an alternative narrative for her father’s bad 
temper. She is aware that her father was not always so bad tempered. Indeed, “The 
Father from China” begins with Kingston telling her father that she has “seen [him] 
lighthearted” (11). She then proceeds to recall a pleasant moment with her father 
during an unspecified time in her childhood in which she and her father played with 
dragonflies. With this episode, she convinces herself that there exists a lighthearted 
man beneath her father’s anger and silence. This episode reveals that Kingston 
wants to gain access to the father whom she remembers as being lighthearted. The 
father in her memory brought her perpetual joy rather than never ending distress 
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with his periods of silence. Even though this memory may contain a disappointing 
moment when Kingston’s dragonfly died and she “poked and prodded, [but] it did 
not go any more” (11), her unhappiness and disappointment caused by the death of 
her dragonfly is transient as her father promptly replaces her dead dragonfly with 
freshly caught live dragonflies. In the same way in which her disappointment is 
transient, she hopes that her father’s silences are temporary as well. Thus, to access 
the father whom she remembers as being lighthearted and to replace her imagined 
misogynistic explanations, she wants to interpret his silences and to speak on his 
behalf. As Kingston tells her father, “I’ll tell you what I suppose from your silences 
and few words” (15). As she can no longer tolerate her father’s silences, she 
decides to construct a narrative about her father based on the little that she can 
decipher from his silence. She will use her imagination to create stories about his 
past. Speaking on her father’s behalf may appear to be an appropriation of authority 
from her father. Rabine points out that “while telling his stories is on one hand an 
act of love, it is, on the other hand, an act of vengeance, also a way of usurping 
power from the father” (487). However, Kingston’s narration of her father’s stories 
on his behalf is by no means a “usurp[ation] [of] power from [him]” (Rabine 487). 
That her father can speak up with stories of his own if she has “got them wrong” 
(15) shows that she is not trying to challenge his authority by speaking on his 
behalf. Rather, she is inviting him to break his silence by communicating his 
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disagreements to her. In doing so, she creates a means by which they can 
communicate with each other. When constructing her narratives about her father, 
she adopts an attitude that strives towards understanding why her father behaves the 
way he does. She says to him: “I want to know what makes you scream and curse, 
and what you’re thinking when you say nothing” (15).
Instead of condemning her father for being oppressively silent, she 
understands that this is a silence that is caused by her father’s unhappiness with his 
marginalized position. As her father has been disempowered by economic 
marginalization in the public sphere, his authority can be exercised only within the 
private sphere of the home. Cheung points out that “men of color who have been 
abused in a white society are likely to attempt to restore their sense of masculinity 
by venting their anger at those who are even more powerless - the women and 
children in their families” (Cheung 241: 1990). 
An example that critics have often identified to illustrate the point that 
misogyny occurs due to marginalization is the fact that Kingston’s father hits his 
daughters when they irritate him while he was suffering from depression due to 
unemployment. E. D. Huntley reads the father’s “beat[ing] [of] one of his noisy 
daughters [as] a symbolic assertion of his ascendancy over the women in his 
family” and points out that this display of violence towards his daughter restores 
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him to “his old self again after a bout of depression” (Huntley 150). However, I do 
not feel that Kingston is criticizing her father for being violent when she recounts 
this incident. Rather, by describing how her father sinks into depression due to the 
difficulties he faces, Kingston shows that his violence is not due to misogyny. 
When Kingston recalls an unpleasant childhood memory of how “we were careful 
not to be bad or noisy so that you would not turn on us,” she tells her father 
immediately that “we knew that it was to feed us that you had to endure demons 
and physical labor” (13). She feels threatened by her father’s bad temper that may 
lead to violence towards his children, but she understands that his anger is caused 
by the economic marginalization he suffers in order to provide for his family. Even 
while she describes her father’s violence towards her, Kingston is careful not to let 
the reader associate male violence with Chinese fathers. By including an anecdote 
of her white girl friend whose unemployed and frequently drunk father inflicted 
more violence on her (233) – the girl’s father drops a sofa on her and pushes her 
down the stairs while Kingston’s father hits her with a coat hanger – Kingston 
emphasizes that both fathers may be violent because they are in a bad mood due to 
unemployment and that ethnicity is incidental to the matter. She stresses that her 
father’s violence was caused by his depression brought about by economic 
marginalization which eventually led to his unemployment. Kingston critiques the 
racist society that has denied her father proper job opportunities. 
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The young Kingston may be frustrated with her father for using 
misogynistic expletives because she thinks that he is insulting all women. However, 
instead of condemning her father for using such expletives, she deals with her 
frustration by trying to explain why he swears. Kingston turns his expletives into 
“common Chinese sayings” that were “not mean[t] to make [her] sicken at being 
female” (14). Kingston tries to downplay her feminist disapproval of these 
expletives by presenting her father’s often used phrase, “Your mother’s cunt,” as 
one that her great grandfather Bak Goong also uses. Thus, using that swear word is 
common enough among Chinese immigrant workers. By constructing it as a norm 
to use that expletive, Kingston shows how this expletive, though misogynistic, is 
not aimed at any woman in particular. Swearing is presented as a form of 
expression for her father and as an outlet for Bak Goong’s frustration at white 
bosses who forbid talking while working at the sugarcane plantation.
To further understand why her father swears, she describes the episode in 
which he was “tricked twice by gypsies” (12) due to his lack of proficiency in 
English. What happened was that, at the Laundromat, the gypsy demanded that 
Kingston’s father compensate her for damaging her dresses that were actually rags 
in the first place. She then threatened to report him to the small claims court. His 
fear of being deported caused him to give in to the gypsy’s demands. By describing 
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gypsies whom her father was angry with, Kingston fulfills her “wish that [his 
misogynistic swear words] only meant gypsies and not women in general” (12). 
The incident in which her father was cheated by gypsies illustrates how 
Kingston adopts an attitude of understanding rather than condemnation. Even 
though gypsies may occupy a marginal space in white society, it has to be noted 
that what Kingston’s father is fearful about is her threat to report him to court. His 
fear of ending up in court draws attention to the fact that this incident also provides 
a narrative that point toward his marginalization in a white society in which his 
ethnicity deprives him of his rightful claim to citizenship and justice. Due to the 
tenuous nature of his citizenship, he has to face an omnipresent threat of being 
deported, which causes him to be vulnerable to the gypsy cheats who threaten to 
report him to the police if he does not give in to their demands.
The father’s citizenship status is tenuous due to immigration policies which 
made it extremely tough for Chinese immigrants to become citizens. These 
immigration policies are summed up in “The Laws”. According to Huntley, “The 
Laws” provide “a concise record of the exclusionary legislation that severely 
restricted Chinese immigration to the United States from 1868 through the Second 
World War and afterwards, providing the historical context for the achievements of 
the men on whose stories the book focuses” (139).  “The Laws” thus point toward a 
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history of unjust exclusion suffered by Chinese immigrants “whose [economic] 
contribution[s] ha[ve] been appropriated but legal status rejected” (Li 492). The 
fact that “40,000 miners were Driven Out” (152) in 1868 serves as an apt example 
of how Chinese immigrants who contributed to the growth of the American mining 
industry were not allowed to become citizens (Li 492). They were violently driven 
out after their work in mining or building the transcontinental railroad was 
completed. Indeed, Kingston places “The Laws” right after her narratives featuring 
the contributions of the ancestors of Chinese Americans to point toward the 
injustice of these laws. The laws are unjust as they were enacted due to Sinophobia. 
For example, the 1870 “Nationality Act specified that only ‘free whites’ and 
‘African Aliens’ were allowed to apply for naturalization” (152-153) and gave no 
reason for excluding the Chinese from applying for citizenship. Other laws 
victimized and discouraged the Chinese immigrants from remaining in America by 
imposing taxes on them. These taxes, which “were payable monthly”, include 
“fishing and shellfish taxes” (153) which were imposed only on Chinese fishermen 
and not fishermen of other nationalities. In addition, a law passed in 1878 decreed 
that “Chinese over eighteen…had to pay a ‘police tax’ to cover the extra policing 
their presence required” (153) even as there is no evidence to suggest that the 
Chinese immigrants committed more crimes than immigrants of other nationalities. 
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At the time when China Men was written, Kingston recognizes that Chinese 
immigrants had difficulty assimilating into mainstream American society because 
they did not have a past in America. Chinese American history was absent in 
mainstream Anglo-centric American history. Ethnocentric systems of assimilation 
based on the “melting pot” allowed only immigrants of European descent to be 
assimilated into American society because American historical narratives had only 
included stories of European pioneers. Shirley Geok-lin Lim points out that the 
“melting pot”, which seemingly promises assimilation to immigrants to America 
regardless of ethnicity, is in fact an illusion: “the paradigm for the American, as 
numerous cultural historians have reminded us, was that of the melting pot, that 
tremendous stewing machine into which all ingredients are combined and fused 
into a futuristic alloy” but “the pot contained only the culinary from Europe” (19). 
Stories of Chinese pioneers were thus non-existent in American history. Without a 
past that is accorded the status of historical knowledge, Chinese immigrants were 
not perceived as citizens by American society. They would be regarded as rootless 
immigrants because mainstream American society perceived them as devoid of a 
history in America. As a consequence, they did not have the right to call America 
their homeland because historical narratives did not include their past. As the 
Chinese immigrants, like Kingston’s father, were regarded as outsiders to 
mainstream American society, they were relegated to its margins and were silenced 
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by the dominant culture. By creating narratives to capture the Chinese immigrant 
experience, Kingston restores their presence in history. Kingston’s naming of her 
chapters about her ancestors as “The Great Grandfather of the Sandalwood 
Mountains” and “The Grandfather of the Sierra Nevada Mountains” foregrounds 
their presence, emphasizing that her great grandfather and grandfather were 
pioneers who belong to the places that they played a part in establishing. She 
restores the presence of her ancestors in history by giving them due recognition for 
their labor and by showing how laws have suppressed them. In the course of doing 
so, she also empowers her ancestors by restoring their voices that have been 
obliterated along with their historical presence. 
Kingston confers power upon her ancestors in her depiction of their triumph 
over efforts by the dominant culture to marginalize them. David Leiwei Li feels 
that “Kingston sees that they are not victors but victims” because “their talents and 
prowess are always abused and their masculinity threatened” (490). However, I am 
more inclined to agree with Diane Simmons, who argues that “Kingston sees these 
figures not as victims but as heroes who overcame their hardships to build a 
country, as founding American fathers” (Simmons 125). They triumph over the 
“threats [to] their masculinity” (Li 490). In a move that reminds one of the 
feminizing silence imposed on Tang Ao during his imprisonment, the white 
supervisors attempt to silence the Chinese workers at the sugarcane plantation in 
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Hawaii by forbidding them to talk while at work. Silencing the Chinese workers 
relegates them to a subservient role that echoes the feminine role of a servant 
imposed on Tang Ao. Thus, the rule that forbids Chinese workers from talking is an 
attempt by the dominant culture to emasculate them. Kingston restores her 
ancestors’ voices in the episode in which they overcome the imposition of silence 
by shouting into the land. As Kingston describes, “They had dug an ear into the 
world and were telling the earth their secrets” (117). According to Patti Duncan, 
“the notion of silence has long been a trope in liberation and social-justice 
movements in the United States, including…civil rights and anti-racist struggles 
and movements of people of color.  Asian American…activist leaders have 
advocated to their constituencies the importance of ‘finding a voice’, of ‘speaking 
out’ against oppression and injustice, and of moving away from the silences that 
may imply consent of subjugation, as well as the maintenance of dominant power” 
(7). The breaking of silence by the marginalized Chinese immigrants hence 
destabilizes “the maintenance of dominant power” (Duncan 7). Indeed, their 
shouting intimidates their white bosses as the Chinese workers “made such a noise 
that…the demons hid [because] the China Men [were] so riled up [that no one 
knew] what they were up to” (118). That the power of the white bosses has been 
destabilized is also revealed by the fact that, after the shouting episode, Bak Goong 
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could talk as much as he pleased while working without being punished (118). By 
shouting into the land, the workers hence overcome the imposition of silence. 
Besides shouting into the land to release their pent up frustrations due to the 
imposition of silence, they also shouted into this “wide hole” (117) so that the wind 
would carry their stories to the ears of the future generations. The stories that the 
wind would tell are the stories of Bak Goong and the sugarcane plantation workers 
as they shout into the ground. According to Diane Simmons, “they are ‘planting’ 
their words so that they will grow and spread; the thoughts and feelings of the 
China men will become a part of the American landscape” (129). The words of Bak 
Goong and his co-workers do “become part of the American landscape” (Simmons 
129), for Kingston constructs herself as deriving the narratives of her ancestors by 
“listening to the voices of the great grandfathers” while standing “alongside the 
highway at the edge of the sugarcane” (88) plantation in Hawaii. Her deriving of 
her ancestors’ stories from her present observations not only accords a sense of 
realism to her constructed narratives, but also emphasizes that the voices of her 
ancestors have existed from the shouting episode in the nineteenth century and will 
continue to resonate in the present. That their voices will continue to have an 
impact on the present accords a sense of permanence to the words that they shout. 
Their shouts of “I want home” (117) point towards their desire for a place to which 
to belong. This metaphorical act of “planting” (Simmons 129) the word “home” 
39
(117) into the hole permanently terms the land their home. Thus, they overcome 
“their precarious legal status” by constructing “the Gold Mountain [as] their home” 
(Huntley 143). Bak Goong declares while the men shout into the land, “We can 
make up customs because we’re the founding ancestors of this place” (118). With 
this declaration, Kingston establishes Bak Goong as one of the “founding 
ancestors” (117) of America. He is not simply a transient immigrant laborer, but a 
pioneer who has played a part in the establishment of the sugarcane industry that 
contributed to the growth of the American economy. 
Besides being an act of empowerment that allows the Chinese immigrants 
to claim America as their home, shouting into the land, which Kingston refers to as 
a “wide hole” (117), also resembles a form of penetration. Images of penetration 
are used to restore masculinity to her ancestors who have been denied sexual 
pleasure by immigration laws that did not allow their wives to enter America 
because “the immigration of Chinese women and children would, as feared by the 
white dominated society, lead to family formation and a possible mongrelization of 
the superior Anglo-Saxon race” (Tong 28). The immigration laws that forbid them 
from marrying any American woman were also enacted for the same reason of 
preventing the assimilation of Chinese immigrants. Through the use of images of 
penetration, Kingston depicts her ancestors who overcome attempts by the 
dominant culture to emasculate them by denying them sexual pleasure. In addition, 
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these images of penetration also empower them to claim America as their 
homeland. In “The Grandfather of the Sierra Nevada Mountains”, Ah Goong has 
been denied sexual pleasure by immigrant laws which attempt to emasculate. As a 
result, “he took out his penis [in private] and thought about nurses and princesses” 
(144). Due to the prolonged absence of sexual gratification as the railroad took 
many years to complete, Ah Goong stared at his penis, “wondering what it was that 
it was for, what a man was for, what he had to have a penis for” (144). Ah Goong 
overcomes attempts to deny him sexual pleasure by masturbating. One of Ah 
Goong’s tasks is to be lowered from a cliff in a basket filled with explosives. 
According to Elaine H. Kim, this was a “dangerous job commonly allocated to the 
despised Chinese, who had to trust that someone would hoist them back up quickly 
enough to prevent their being killed in the explosions” (19). Despite the 
precariousness of his situation, Ah Goong ejaculates when “sexual desire clutched 
him so hard…one beautiful day”, while “dangling [in his basket] in the sun above 
a…valley” (133). The act of being lowered into the valley while “st[anding] up tall 
in the basket” (133) resembles penetration at the visual and symbolic level.
Critics, however, have found Kingston’s use of this image of penetration to 
restore Ah Goong’s masculinity to be problematic. Tomo Hattori feels that Ah 
Goong’s ejaculation does not restore his masculinity. Hattori argues that Ah 
Goong’s need to ejaculate over the land emphasizes the fact that he has been 
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emasculated. Hattori perceives Ah Goong’s ejaculation “as a pathetic attempt to 
mimic the imagined [sexual] pleasure of the dominant male subject,” which is a 
result of emasculating policies which deny sexual pleasure to the Chinese 
immigrants (215) because “his act marks a certain alienation from the gratifying 
objects, the flesh and blood women, who are possessed and enjoyed by the masters 
for whom he labors” (216). Indeed, Hattori “wonder[s]…whether Ah Goong is 
fucking the world in  a fulfilling  and satisfying way, or merely fucking himself in 
an act devoid of meaning and power” (215). However, while it cannot be denied 
that Ah Goong’s ejaculation is a substitute for real sex, it is by no means a “pathetic 
attempt to mimic…sexual pleasure” (216). While Hattori may assert that any sexual 
pleasure felt by Ah Goong is “imagined” (215), I think Kingston’s explicit 
reference to the world as a “vagina”, coupled with Ah Goong’s exuberant 
exclamation of “I’m fucking the world” (133), highlights the fact that Ah Goong is 
experiencing real sexual pleasure. Indeed, the use of “new” (133) to describe the 
valley over which Ah Goong ejaculates hints at its status as virginal land whose 
ownership has yet to be appropriated. Kingston portrays Ah Goong as a colonizer 
who claims ownership of this “new” (133) virginal land by being the first to 
penetrate its valley.  
Feminist critics like King-Kok Cheung feel that Kingston’s use of sexual 
images is inappropriate because these images seem to be disempowering for 
42
women. She argues, “Although both Ah Goong’s insemination of the world’s 
vagina and Bak Goong’s oral penetration – he literally pounds away at the earth – 
are depicted as acts of heroic survival and potent imagination, the coupling of 
genital imagery and the rhetoric of conquest may leave the feminist reader uneasy” 
(Cheung 109). However, I feel that Cheung’s uneasiness is misplaced because no 
woman has been victimized through the actions of Ah Goong and Bak Goong. 
Feminist concerns, while present in traces in Kingston’s narratives about her father, 
do not seem to inform her narratives about her ancestors. This general lack of 
emphasis on feminist concerns in her narratives about her ancestors may well be 
due to the fact that these narratives are “less personal [because there exists] a 
distance between the narrator and her characters [that] might be attributed to the 
fact that Kingston had heard the men’s stories from women’s talk-story” (Kim 208). 
Due to this distance, Kingston can use images of penetration to restore masculinity 
to her ancestors without being concerned about the feminist implications. 
Moreover, sexual images have been used in postcolonial studies to describe the 
appropriation of land by the colonized subject. Leilani Nishime notes that “this type 
of language, that sexualizes and feminizes the land and puts it in terms of 
possession, is characteristic of a great deal of writing about Western expansionism 
and the Frontier” (78). Although Chinese immigrants are not colonized, their 
marginalized state resembles that of a colonized subject because both groups do not 
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have ownership of the land on which they attempt to live. By appropriating the 
language of “Western expansionism” (Nishime 78) that depicts the appropriation of 
new found land as a masculine conquest of feminine land, Kingston establishes Ah 
Goong as an ancestor who has a rightful claim to America as his homeland because 
he has effectively “conquered” the land by planting his sperm on it.  
Besides depicting her ancestors who claim America as their homeland 
through images of penetration and conquest, Kingston restores presence to the 
workers who worked on the transcontinental railroad by writing about the process 
of building the railroad. According to Tong, “a good number of Chinese…built 
most of the Central Pacific Railroad, the Western half of the ambitious 
transcontinental railroad that challenged the physical endurance and creativity of 
these workers” (32). The building of the railroad is regarded as a significant event 
in American history which is regarded as “The Greatest Feat of the Nineteenth 
Century” and “The Greatest Feat in the History of Mankind” (145). Thus, building 
the railroad “in every part of the country…[which] banded the nation North and 
South, East and West, with crisscrossing steel” (146) empowers Ah Goong and 
other China Men to be “the binding and building ancestors” (146) of America. As 
Ah Goong reflects upon the completion of the railroad, “Only Americans could 
have done it…he was an American for having built the railroad” (145).
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However, the Chinese laborers have been excluded from pictures in 
historical documents. David L. Eng points out that “while more than ten thousand 
Chinese American male laborers were exploited for the building of the western 
portion of the Central Pacific track, not one appears in the photograph 
commemorating its completion” (36). This exclusion from historical records denies 
their labor in building the railroad.  While describing the “Golden Spike 
Ceremony,” Kingston highlights the fact omitted by historical records, that “the real 
spike, the steel one” which was “hammered…in”, was held by a China Man, while 
“the gold spike” that a “white demon in top hat” held was “pulled back out” (145). 
What is revealed here is the ceremonial artificiality of the white boss who merely 
holds a non-functional gold spike for the purposes of posing for the photograph and 
the genuine labor of the China Man whose functional steel spike becomes part of 
the railway track. Kingston stresses the genuine labor of the railroad workers by 
highlighting their perseverance. They endured the arduous process of “tunneling 
into granite” that lasted “three years” (135) and that was not completed until 
dynamite was invented to speed up the process.
While historical accounts gloss over the strike by not providing any detailed 
account of it, Kingston constructs a narrative of the railroad workers’ unsuccessful 
strike to reveal that they were exploited by their white employers. Kingston 
highlights the fact that the strike did not occur just because wages were felt to be 
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inadequate. The workers decided to go on strike because their shift was increased 
from eight hours to ten hours without a proportionate increase in wages, which 
means that they would be paid less per hour of work.  The fact that they were not 
treated as human beings but merely as raw materials that go towards the building of 
the railroad is revealed by their expressions of anger, that, “a human body can’t 
work like that” and that “The demons don’t believe this is a human body. This is a 
chinaman’s body” (140).  Since the workers are perceived by their white bosses as 
raw materials rather than people, their deaths are not recorded. The workers 
speculate that “maybe it was demons doing the counting and chinamen not worth 
counting” (138). As Eng points out, “there are no visual records, Kingston tells us, 
of the ten thousand Chinese male laborers who built the transcontinental railroad; 
‘there is no record of how many died’ (138), risking life and limb by blasting 
through the Sierra Nevada Mountains while enduring Arctic-like winters living in 
the tunnels they excavated – self made graves” (61). Records of the railroad 
workers are manipulated and controlled by the white American bosses. The dead do 
not exist insofar as the records do not contain their deaths. Kingston restores their 
presence by writing about the various causes of these deaths. In doing so, she 
creates awareness of the workers who have sacrificed their lives while building the 
railroad. While setting up explosions on the cliff to reshape mountains, “two men 
were blown up. One knocked out or killed by the explosion fell silently, the other 
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screaming, his arms and legs struggling” (131-132).  She also includes gruesome 
details of men being blown apart due to “dynamite explosions which caused 
“human bodies [to] skip through the air like puppets” (136). Dark humor is evident 
when Kingston describes the bodies as “puppets which skip through the air” (136). 
Kingston’s use of dark humor in her comparison, which momentarily seems to 
undercut the seriousness of the workers’ deaths, heightens the sense of poignancy 
associated with their deaths. Also, Kingston’s reduction of the corpses made of 
flesh and blood to comparatively weightless puppets that “skip through the air” 
(136) reveals the fragility of the workers’ lives. The lives of the workers are so 
fragile that they are easily reduced to lifeless puppets in a workplace accident. 
Besides revealing the fragility of the workers’ lives, this comparison also points 
toward the fact that, like puppets which are devoid of any unique identity, the 
names of the workers who died also remain unknown.  By constructing accounts of 
their deaths, Kingston wants to ensure that the sacrifice of their lives will not 
remain unknown but will be immortalized in history.
Kingston restores the presence of her ancestors in history through her 
depictions of Chinese immigrant workers who regain their voice and masculinity. 
By constructing empowering narratives of her ancestors as workers who contribute 
to the founding of America, she legitimizes their status as rightful citizens. Her 
creation of a history of Chinese America also gives her father a past. She 
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understands that another reason why he is silent is that he is not empowered with a 
legitimate past. She tells her father in exasperation, “You say with the few words 
and the silences. No stories. No past. No China” (14). By assuming an attitude of 
understanding rather than anger towards her father in writing China Men, Kingston 
manages to fulfill her wish of “want[ing] to hear the stories about the rest of [her 
father’s] life, the Chinese stories” (15). She has empowered him with a legitimate 
past that has the status of history.
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CHAPTER TWO
Representing paternal authority and Orientalism in Amy Tan’s The Kitchen 
God’s Wife and The Joy Luck Club
Like Maxine Hong Kingston’s China Men, the experience of migration from the 
Old World to the New World is a dominant theme in most of Amy Tan’s novels. In 
this chapter, I will be showing how Amy Tan’s feminist concerns result in the 
Orientalist portrayal of China and Chinese men. The way in which Tan represents 
men conforms to an over-simplified East/West dichotomy. I will be showing how 
this is the case through detailed analysis of Tan’s portrayal of men.
In The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife, Tan explicitly presents 
China as a space which has to be escaped from. All the first-generation Chinese 
American mothers in both novels are compelled by extenuating circumstances such 
as war, patriarchal husbands and communism to leave the Old World. Perhaps the 
most explicit illustration of Tan’s portrayal of a backward and patriarchal China is 
the fact that The Joy Luck Club begins with a myth of migration told by a mother to 
her daughter (17). In this myth, the mother wants to migrate to America to 
empower her daughter with a better life. As compared to the deprivation associated 
with poverty and suffering in wartime and subsequently Communist China, her 
daughter in America “will always be too full to swallow any sorrow” (17). To the 
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mother, America is the antithesis of China. If China is a land associated with 
deprivation and patriarchal oppression, America is the land of plenty which 
promises her daughter a much better life that is empowering and free from 
suffering and male chauvinists. The mother’s opinion that America is a better place 
for her daughter is summed up in a single phrase – that her daughter’s worth in 
America will not be “measured by the loudness of her husband’s belch” (17). In 
other words, by migrating to America, her daughter will not be a disempowered 
female who is judged by how reputable, successful and rich her husband is. Instead, 
her daughter will be assessed on the basis of her own achievements. 
This contrast between women’s status in China and America and the need to 
escape from China as a result of this difference points toward the fact that Tan has 
portrayed the old China in a very negative manner. Such negativity may well point 
toward Tan’s feminist perspective that she explicitly adheres to in her depiction of 
China. In this myth, Tan provides a feminist critique of Chinese patriarchy in which 
she disapproves of the way a woman is judged according to the man she marries. 
Tan’s feminism is rather crude because Tan simply constructs China in an 
extremely straightforward and critically unexamined manner. The impression that 
the reader derives about China after reading Tan’s myth is that China is simply a 
patriarchal space that has to be escaped from because a woman can never be 
regarded as worthy unless she marries a husband who is reputable enough. 
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Tan’s simplistic portrayal of China is by no means innocuous because it 
results in the East being regarded in a negative light. At this point, it will be useful 
to note that such portrayals of a backward China that is associated with inescapable 
patriarchal oppression and suffering resembles Orientalist portrayals of the East. As 
Philipa Kafka explains, an Orientalist portrayal is “the representation of the Orient 
by means of unexamined, stereotypical images” (3). Besides causing China to be 
regarded by the reader in an unfavorable light, Orientalist portrayals also perpetuate 
“the belief that the East is inferior to the West” (Kafka 3). Such Orientalist portraits 
of the Old World may well contribute to the maintenance of the hegemony of the 
West over the East. The continued maintenance of this hegemony then poses a 
threat to Asian American authors who aim to claim American identity. Asian 
Americans will not be regarded as Americans insofar as the East is regarded as 
inferior to the West.
Critics such as Sau-ling Cynthia Wong have already pointed out the various 
ways in which Tan’s novels contain Orientalist portraits of the Old World. An 
aspect that has not yet been discussed at length and in detail by critics is that of the 
male characters who are often neglected because they function mainly as husbands 
and fathers in texts which primarily depict the migration experience and mother-
daughter relationships. 
51
As an Asian American author, Tan may have felt the need to include cultural 
specific references to Chinese patriarchy and Chinese men to attract the mainstream 
readers. For example, Lindo’s detailed account of how she is betrothed to Tyan-yu 
as a child gives the reader a sense of how Chinese matchmaking practices work and 
how these practices oppress Chinese women. However, I feel that Tan’s negative 
portrayals of Chinese men move beyond providing cultural specific references. In 
this chapter, I will be explaining how Tan’s critique of Chinese patriarchy becomes 
the subject of The Kitchen God’s Wife and the resulting reduction of the male 
characters to Orientalist stereotypes in clear accordance with East/West binaries. I 
will also be showing how Tan’s devotion to writing at length in terms of patriarchal 
misdeeds does not translate into personality depth of her male characters. In The 
Joy Luck Club, I will be showing how male characters conform to an East/West 
dichotomy and how their depth of personalities, especially those of the Chinese 
American Joy Luck husbands, have been sacrificed in Tan’s detailed depiction of 
mothers and daughters. Also, I will be arguing that the creation of patriarchal male 
characters facilitates Tan in furthering her plot about mothers who empower their 
daughters.
In addition to serving a secondary role to Tan’s agenda, Tan’s negative 
portrayals of Chinese men cater to an Anglo-American feminist readership. Sau-
ling Cynthia Wong argues in her article, “‘Sugar Sisterhood’: Situating the Amy 
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Tan Phenomenon,” that these Orientalist details are the main reasons for the 
popularity of Tan’s novels.  To Wong, such portrayals of the Old World serve Tan’s 
purpose to attract a white American feminist audience. Mainstream American 
female readers will experience a sense of superiority over the East when reading 
Tan’s portrayals of oppressive patriarchy in China because it allows them to feel 
assured about their status as comparatively less patriarchally oppressed American 
women (Wong 181). 
Specifically, Tan’s portraits of Chinese men are problematic because they 
give the readers the impression that men from China are either cruel patriarchs or 
are effeminate and lacking in virility. Tan’s portrayals of Chinese men threaten to 
undermine Kingston’s attempts to convey the injustice of emasculation suffered by 
Chinese immigrants to America and to reclaim her ancestors’ right to Chinese 
American identity. As I have shown in chapter one, Kingston portrays Chinese men 
as brave and determined laborers who have toiled in the mines and on the 
transcontinental railroad. In doing so, Kingston wants to change readers’ 
impression of Chinese men who have been depicted by the West as emasculated. 
In contrast, Tan’s portrayals of men seem to conform to Orientalist 
stereotypes. From Tan’s portrayals of Ying-ying St. Clair’s first husband who 
commits adultery and then abandons her (247) to An-mei Hsu’s mother who was 
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forced to marry her second husband after being raped by him, one gets the 
impression that men from China demonstrate chauvinistic behavior and have an 
insatiable appetite for sex, as depicted in An-mei’s husband’s keeping of a few 
concubines. Other male characters lack virility and are completely unable to have 
sex with women. For example, Lindo Jong’s first husband, Tyan-yu, is portrayed as 
a pampered young man from a wealthy family who “had no desire for [her]” (162) 
and Peanut’s husband is a homosexual. China is also portrayed as a space where 
either arranged or forced marriages that trap women with oppressive patriarchal 
husbands are rampant. Nearly all of the mothers in The Joy Luck Club and The 
Kitchen God’s Wife suffer in either their arranged or forced marriages. For example, 
Lindo’s mother-in-law abuses her by forcing her to stay in bed for days when she 
fails to conceive and Winnie’s first husband tortures her. An-mei’s mother is forced 
to marry the womanizer Wu Tsing as he raped her but instead claimed that she had 
seduced him. Chased out by both her husband’s family and her mother’s home due 
to her tainted honor, An-mei is forced by the need for food and shelter to become 
his concubine. Tan’s portrayals of men that stem from a simplistic feminism may 
well have resulted in Orientalism.  Her feminism is simplistic in the sense that it 
cannot account for the race and cultural differences. When we encounter paternal 
authority in Tan’s novels, it is mostly in the form of a patriarchal assertion of power 
that is associated with the Old World. 
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Tan’s portrayals of Chinese men are particularly negative in a simplistic 
manner in The Kitchen God’s Wife. Tan seems to have written The Kitchen God’s 
Wife to depict Chinese patriarchy at its worst. The bulk of the novel, besides 
ostensibly showing the reconciliation between Winnie and Pearl, is mainly about 
how Winnie suffers in her marriage to Wen Fu and how this suffering has been kept 
a secret for years because Winnie did not want Pearl to know the truth that her 
father was such a bad man. That both Winnie and the Kitchen God’s wife have been 
suffering under the shroud of secrecy reveals that the mistreated Winnie, who does 
not dare to reveal her past, is like the neglected wife of the Kitchen God whose 
unhappiness in her marriage has been overshadowed by the myth of her husband, 
the Kitchen God. However, Winnie overcomes her marginalization by telling us 
about her past and how the Kitchen God does not deserve to be celebrated as he has 
been unfaithful to his wife. If the main focus of The Kitchen God’s Wife is the 
achievement of female empowerment through Winnie’s breaking her years of 
silence and the replacement of the Kitchen God by Winnie’s creation of Lady 
Sorrowfree, then Tan should have entitled her novel “Lady Sorrowfree” instead. 
The title of “Lady Sorrowfree” would then draw the readers’ attention to the 
goddess created by Winnie to replace the patriarchal kitchen god. Instead, by 
entitling her novel The Kitchen God’s Wife, her novel’s main content then seems to 
be about how a woman suffers under patriarchal oppression. Tan’s feminist agenda 
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in The Kitchen God’s Wife then becomes simply about criticizing Chinese 
patriarchy. The lingering impression that one has of the novel is that of the 
marginalized wife of the kitchen god who continues to be overshadowed by her 
unfaithful husband. Similarly, Winnie’s mistreatment by Wen Fu leaves a lasting 
impression on the reader. 
In the course of criticizing Chinese patriarchy in The Kitchen God’s Wife, 
China inevitably gets constructed as a negative space that is associated with 
patriarchal oppression. Winnie’s father, Old Jiang, who tells her that only the 
opinions of her husband matter in her marriage and that her own opinions are 
completely worthless (145), contributes to Tan’s creation of China as a space in 
which women have no agency. Yet, her father’s injunction seems less oppressive 
when compared with her mistreatment by her husband, Wen Fu. One of the reasons 
for Tan’s creation of Wen Fu, a character who is the embodiment of cruelty, is 
because she wants to depict the sufferings of her mother. Bella Adams points out 
that The Kitchen God’s Wife was “written in part as a response to Daisy’s assertion 
to ‘[t]ell the world about her marriage in China’” to a male chauvinist (27). As a 
result, Wen Fu represents the oppressiveness and cruelty of Chinese patriarchy. 
Wen Fu tortures Winnie emotionally, physically and sexually in order to force her 
to submit to him. He tortures Winnie emotionally by repeatedly hitting his own 
baby daughter in order to punish Winnie for confronting him about the servant girl 
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whom he raped and impregnated and whose death he indirectly caused as she bled 
to death while trying to abort the baby (261-62). Wen Fu does not stop hitting his 
daughter until Winnie admits that she was wrong to confront him. Also, he causes 
her great distress by locking her out of their room after stripping her of her clothes 
when she does not concede to his alternative sexual practices and allows her to 
enter only after she agrees to do what he wants (169). Tan does not give us any 
ostensible reason why he is so cruel. As a result, he seems to be nothing more than 
a caricature of the evil Chinese patriarch. As there seem to be numerous incidents 
in the text where Wen Fu cruelly tortures Winnie, critics such as Judith Caesar have 
argued that Wen Fu, who is a symbol of Chinese patriarchy, parallels Japanese 
imperialism in World War Two. As Caesar argues, “the increasing viciousness of 
Wen Fu parallels the increasing closeness of the Japanese army, so that by the time 
Weili has run away and been brought back to a still more degraded life, the 
Japanese are bombing Kunming” (40). Wen Fu’s torture of Winnie resembles the 
extreme cruelty of the Japanese army to civilians. Tan creates this parallel to enable 
the reader to envision and to emphasize the sheer magnitude of Wen Fu’s cruelty 
towards Winnie. That this parallel between Wen Fu and the Japanese army during 
World War Two can be convincingly identified points toward Tan’s portrayal of 
Wen Fu in a simplistically oppressive manner. As Tan neither portrays any positive 
aspect of Wen Fu’s character nor provides any explanation for his cruelty, he seems 
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to be nothing more than a simplistic personification of Chinese patriarchal 
oppressiveness. Indeed, “every one of [Wen Fu’s] problematic features of 
personality, conduct, and attitude are meant by Tan to signify representations of the 
Chinese codes for male gender behavior carried to extreme limits” (Kafka 39). 
To portray Chinese patriarchy in the most oppressive manner (Kafka 39) 
possible, Tan frequently depicts Winnie’s suffering through the use of metaphors. 
Her use of metaphors, while heightening the sense of Winnie’s suffering, seems 
exaggerated in some cases, stretching the boundaries of credibility. Indeed, some of 
Tan’s exaggerated metaphors become inappropriate at times as they end up 
conveying nearly opposite meanings from what Tan intends. For example, when 
Tan wants to describe Wen Fu’s insatiable sexual appetite when he forces Winnie to 
have sex so often that she is forced to abort a baby every two months (311-312), 
Winnie exclaims to the reader, “That bad man was using my body. Every night he 
used it, as if I were – what? – a machine!” (312). Winnie’s comparison of herself to 
a machine that Wen Fu utilizes to satisfy his sexual appetite on one hand conveys 
her anger as he does not treat her like a human being. On the other hand, however, 
Winnie’s comparison of herself to a machine, which is an un-feeling mechanical 
object, ironically conveys her absence of emotion when she feels sexually violated 
by Wen Fu. When Winnie wants Hulan and Auntie Du to serve as witnesses for her 
divorce, she tells them that “He is a monster. He is more evil than you can all 
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imagine” (310). Instead of telling them what exactly Wen Fu has done which would 
probably have been more convincing, Winnie compares him to a monster. 
According to the OED, a metaphor is “something that is regarded as representative 
or suggestive of something else”.  A monster is regarded by Winnie as being 
representative of Wen Fu. However, that “something else” which is represented by 
the metaphor is never the thing itself. There is an irreconcilable difference between 
the thing that the metaphor represents (Wen Fu) and the metaphor itself (a 
monster). Thus, Wen Fu can only be compared to a monster at the metaphorical 
level. In actual fact, Wen Fu can never be a monster because a monster is a non-
human being and Wen Fu is a human being. Since Winnie describes Wen Fu as 
“more evil than…can [be] imagine[d]” (310) and because all Helen and Auntie Du 
are given is a metaphor comparing Wen Fu to a monster, it is not really surprising 
that they cannot figure out exactly how bad he is. There is, of course, a degree of 
truth in Winnie’s comparison of Wen Fu to a monster and his treatment of her as a 
machine to satisfy his sexual appetite. Perhaps Tan wants to give the reader a sense 
of the magnitude of the suffering that her mother has gone through and to criticize 
Chinese patriarchy through her use of metaphors. However, Tan’s frequent use of 
exaggerated metaphors to describe Chinese patriarchal oppression may well point 
toward a desire to present China in a most extreme manner to attract readers. As 
Helen tells Winnie why she should tell her daughter about her sufferings while she 
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was married to Wen Fu, “They’ll understand. Maybe they’ll be happy to know 
something about their mother’s background. Hard life in China, that’s very popular 
now” (80)”.  To Helen, then, Winnie should tell her story because it will appeal to 
Pearl, an Americanized daughter who, as pointed out by Wong, represents the 
mainstream American readership because both the daughter and the readers “need 
to be enlightened on things Chinese” (197). In order to portray this “hard life in 
China” (80) that appeals to mainstream American readers, Tan creates a monster of 
a husband and presents his oppressive patriarchal deeds using exaggerated 
metaphors. 
Tan’s juxtaposition of Wen Fu with Jimmy Louie, an American husband 
who does not demonstrate patriarchal behavior, also suggests why her portrayal of 
Wen Fu is an Orientalist stereotype. China is associated with patriarchal husbands 
while America is associated with husbands who do not demonstrate patriarchal 
behavior. The contrast between China and America results in the creation of an 
over-simplified East/West dichotomy. This dichotomy causes critics to read Tan as 
a feminist with Orientalist tendencies because in her critique of patriarchy, she 
associates patriarchy with China and Chinese men. Tan’s portrayal of Wen Fu and 
Jimmy as opposites of each other resembles stereotypical depictions of Asians in 
mainstream American popular culture. According to Elaine H. Kim, “the Anglo-
American portrayal of the Asian serves primarily as a foil to describe the Anglo as 
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‘not-Asian’: when the Asian is heartless and treacherous, the Anglo is shown 
indirectly as imbued with integrity and humanity” (4). Such portrayals reinforce the 
East/West dichotomy and Western superiority because, as Kim explains, “a 
common thread running through these portrayals is the establishment of and 
emphasis on permanent and irreconcilable differences between the Chinese and the 
Anglo, differences that define the Anglo as superior physically, spiritually, and 
morally” (Kim 4-5). Indeed, Tan’s depiction of Wen Fu and Jimmy resembles the 
stereotypical portrayals in Anglo-American writings that “emphasi[ze] permanent 
and irreconcilable differences between the Chinese and the Anglo” (Kim 4-5). 
While Wen Fu is the personification of patriarchal evil, Jimmy represents 
benevolent male authority that is un-patriarchal. Jimmy does not demonstrate any 
form of patriarchal behavior.  As Kafka aptly points out, “Jimmy Louie is a human 
being who does right to all alike, who does not act in conformity with a gender 
asymmetrical system” (28-29). In contrast to Winnie’s previous marriage in which 
she had little choice but to marry Wen Fu, Jimmy gives Winnie the power of choice 
in which she can choose whether or not to be with him. That Jimmy is Chinese 
American rather than Anglo-American does not lessen this East/West dichotomy. In 
fact, Tan’s creation of the character of Jimmy Louie was inspired by her father (Xu 
365: 2000). To Tan, she is writing a family story. Tan’s insistence that she is writing 
a personal story about her family may well imply that she feels that her portrayal of 
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Jimmy and Wen Fu do not perpetuate Orientalist stereotypes. Indeed, both Jimmy 
Louie and Tan’s father are Chinese Americans. However, the similarity between 
them, besides the fact that they are benevolent and benign patriarchs who die of 
brain tumors, is limited. Jimmy was born in America (303) while Tan’s father “was 
educated as an engineer in Beijing and left China…for a new life in America” (Xu 
365). Tan’s assertion that Jimmy serves as a stand-in for her father is not very 
convincing. 
Tan’s portrayal of other men in The Kitchen God’s Wife fails to challenge 
the East/West dichotomy. Jiaguo, who allows his wife Helen to order him around 
and to criticize him in public (179), might initially appear to serve as an example of 
a Chinese man who does not demonstrate the kind of patriarchal behavior which 
oppresses women. In fact, Jiaguo has impregnated Helen’s sister and refused to 
marry her. This echoes Wen Fu’s impregnation of the servant girl. In this aspect, 
Wen Fu and Jiaguo are similar. They both use virgin women to satisfy their sexual 
desire without any intention to marry the women after that. The only difference is 
that Helen’s sister had consensual sex with Jiaguo in the hope of marrying him for a 
better life while the servant girl was raped. Thus, his silence in the face of Helen’s 
nagging is not the silence of submission. Rather, he remains silent because of fear. 
He would not condone Helen’s nagging if not for the curse in which her sister 
screamed that she and her unborn child would “both pull [him] down from the 
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sky!” after he refused to marry her despite her repeated pleas. He marries Helen as 
he fears that the curse of her sister will be upon him as well. Indeed, according to 
Helen, he is “so scared of [her] sister’s curse” (186) that he marries her. Due to his 
fear of death, he does not dare to assert his authority over Helen. His fear that her 
sister’s curse will come true is presented by Tan as illogical, for the curse does not 
even take place. Jiaguo does not die in a plane crash as dictated by Helen’s sister’s 
curse. Also, his death due to a plague that also kills Winnie’s son reveals that Tan 
does not intend the curse to be true. He does not demonstrate patriarchal behavior 
due to his fear, even as the curse may not be true. Thus, his kindness to Helen is 
highly suspicious. He is nice to her due to fear and not because he truly feels that it 
is better not to behave in a patriarchal manner. Furthermore, this nearly absurd 
story of Helen’s sister, who dies in a grotesque and medically impossible manner as 
a result of her baby which miraculously dislodges itself halfway out of her womb 
and kills her by pulling out her internal organs, shows China to be the space of 
incredible incidents. The way in which the baby pulls out its mother’s intestines has 
a grotesque quality to it. It is a manner of giving birth that has not been documented 
in Western medicine. Babies do not push themselves out; they are pushed out by 
their mother. By depicting a girl who gives birth in a manner that is undocumented 
in Western medicine, Tan imposes a foreign, myth-like and exotic quality to this 
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story. Thus, Tan’s creation of such an absurd incident in her construction of China 
serves to perpetuate the association of China with the mythical and the exotic.
Similarly, Tan’s portrayal of Pearl’s husband, Phil, does little to challenge 
the East/West dichotomy. American men in The Kitchen God’s Wife still seem 
rather benign. Indeed, Phil does not seem to impose his views on Pearl particularly 
after she becomes ill. As Pearl describes, “Phil developed a sense of duty toward 
the baby, as well as to me, or at least to my medical condition. So the whole issue 
of individual choice became tricky, a burden to keep up, until it fell away” (15). 
The only instance when Phil and Pearl are close to disagreement is when he is 
reluctant to accept the altar willed to them by Grand Auntie Du. However, his 
eventual compromise in which he brings the altar home shows that he is flexible 
and polite enough to not refuse a gift that has been willed to Pearl. Even as he may 
be reluctant to do so, he continues to accompany Pearl in fulfilling her family 
commitments and attends Grand Auntie Du’s funeral and cousin Bao-bao’s 
wedding with her. 
When comparing the portrayal of male authority in The Joy Luck Club and 
The Kitchen God’s Wife, the American husbands in both novels, Jimmy Louie and 
Clifford St. Clair, may seem to be similarly associated with the power of renaming 
their Chinese wives. However, male authority in The Kitchen God’s Wife is 
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comparatively benign.  Even though Jimmy, like Clifford, may be associated with 
the power of naming,  Jimmy’s naming of Winnie is done in the informal setting of 
a party meant to celebrate the end of World War Two. As the setting is informal, his 
naming is unofficial. Winnie has the choice of not using his given name for her if 
she does not wish to. In contrast, Ying-ying’s name given by Clifford is official as 
he writes it on her immigration document, leaving her no choice but to accept his 
given name for her. She may not acknowledge this name as she does not use it. 
After all, she is known to the Joy Luck mothers and daughters not as Betty, but as 
Ying-ying. However, her non-usage of it cannot change the fact that her status as an 
American citizen relies on the name that has been written on her immigration 
documents. While Jimmy’s naming of Winnie aims to preserve her identity as he 
selects an English name that sounds like her Chinese name, Weili, Clifford St. 
Clair’s naming of Ying-ying takes away her identity. His name for her, Betty, 
conveys none of the meaning of her Chinese name. In addition, his carelessness in 
filling out her date of birth further deprives her of her identity. Indeed, as E. D. 
Huntley aptly points out, “for Ying-ying, the erasure [of identity] is more profound” 
as the modification of her birth date “transform[s] her from a woman born in a 
Tiger year into a stranger born in a Dragon year” (103). Clifford St. Clair does not 
seem to bother about what his wife would think about her new name and the 
implications of his mistake when filling out her year of birth. However, such an 
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abrupt change of Zodiac sign is significant and may well have an adverse impact on 
Ying-ying. The traits associated with the astrological sign of a Tiger serves as a 
source of Ying-ying’s identity and constitutes a guide for her behavior as a child 
(Hamilton 130). Patricia L. Hamilton notes that “tigers are typically passionate, 
courageous, charismatic, independent, and active, but they can also be 
undisciplined, vain, rash, and disrespectful” (129). However, due to an abrupt 
change in her zodiac sign, Ying-ying is unable to exhibit any of these traits even 
when she is in America. Without a source for her identity in the form of her 
astrological sign to serve as a guide for her behavior (Hamilton 130), Ying –ying 
falls into a state of prolonged silence and depression and is reduced to a “ghost-like 
presence” (Huntley 103). Clifford merely imposes his preferred changes on her to 
ensure that she can enter America as his wife. Furthermore, he silences Ying-ying 
by ensuring that she will not have the ability to speak up or disagree with him by 
wanting her to communicate with him in English, a language with which she is 
unfamiliar. He stresses that she should learn English as he is not comfortable with 
speaking Mandarin (Shen 239). However, being pressured to learn a new language 
results in silence for Ying-ying as she never does feel confident about conversing in 
English (Shen 239). As a result, she unsuccessfully tries to convey her thoughts 
through her actions, facial expressions and random words (Shen 239). As Clifford 
does not know what she is saying, he comes up with his own explanations (Shen 
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239). He further silences her by not even attempting to understand what she is 
trying to tell him. For example, “when [she] [becomes] moody,” Clifford 
immediately assumes that she “is trying to say she’s tired” (106). As fatigue and 
moodiness are obviously two rather different conditions – moodiness is an 
emotional condition while fatigue is a physical condition – Ying-ying’s real feelings 
remain unconveyed to him. By portraying Clifford St. Clair as a husband who 
silences his wife and erases her identity, Tan suggests that American husbands can 
also be patriarchal. 
The daughters in The Joy Luck Club who get married all marry American 
men. Magali Cornier Michael suggests a possible explanation for this phenomenon: 
“Perhaps in order to better assimilate into the dominant white culture and to move 
away from their Chineseness, which they seem to imagine in static terms and to 
associate with their mothers, some of the daughters choose to date and marry white 
American men” (59). For example, Rose Hsu Jordan is attracted to Ted Jordan 
precisely because he does not have a Chinese appearance. Yet, there are more 
reasons why Tan depicts daughters marrying Anglo-American men. According to 
Patricia Chu, “American ethnic texts sometimes use interethnic or inter-racial 
romances to depict the assimilation of ethnic or racial ‘others’ into American 
society” (19). Indeed, Waverly Jong’s engagement to Rich, whose name suggests 
an excess of material wealth, points towards Tan’s idealization of the American 
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dream that Waverly has attained. It may appear that Tan is criticizing the American 
dream by portraying interracial romances that do not work out. As Chu points out, 
“Interracial romance plots also function as sites for negotiating the formation of 
ethnic American identities, but the dystopian outcomes that tend to dominate 
interracial love in this literature suggest fundamental skepticism about the Asian 
American subject’s possibilities for assimilation, skepticism that seems rooted in 
the historic positioning of Asian Americans as racially marked outsiders” (Chu 19-
20).  
However, Tan’s portrayals of patriarchal American husbands also serve her 
purpose to bring about the empowerment of daughters through their mothers. 
Besides illustrating that American men can also be patriarchal, Harold’s and Ted’s 
unreasonable control over the lives of Joy Luck daughters Lena and Rose sets the 
stage for their mothers’ intervention in their marriages. Tan’s purpose in The Joy 
Luck Club leads to a very negative and stereotypical portrayal of men. She portrays 
Harold and Ted as stereotypes of the patriarchal husband to further the mother-
daughter plot in which mothers guide their daughters on how to stand up to their 
patriarchal husbands. The Caucasian husbands demonstrate intolerable patriarchal 
behavior that leads to rocky marriages and eventually divorce. Harold, Lena St. 
Clair’s husband, maintains his authority over Lena by systematically 
disempowering her financially due to the fact that he perceives romantic 
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relationships in numerical terms. Even the progress of their relationship is 
measured in terms of numbers. Indeed, it is only “after six months of dinners, five 
months of post-prandial love-making, and one week of timid and silly love 
confessions” (155) that Harold tells Lena that she is the woman for him. Before 
they get married, Harold tries to separate love and financial matters when he retorts 
that he “wouldn’t want a handout” when she offers him a loan to start his business 
as “he…valued [their] relationship too much” and “didn’t want to contaminate it 
with money” (157). Yet, he cannot think of a marriage that is separate from 
financial matters because he does not know what it means to love Lena. Indeed, he 
seems completely ignorant of the fact that for a marriage to work, it has to be based 
on mutual love and respect. His marriage to Lena becomes about ensuring that each 
party pays fifty percent of the household expenses and that personal items are not 
included in this division. 
The dividing of expenses keeps Lena economically disempowered while 
Harold retains real control over decisions made. They each pay half of the 
household expenses to ensure “equality”. However, the list where their expenses 
are recorded shows that “HAROLD” is capitalized and “Lena” is not (160). The 
selective capitalization is not just an inconsistency. It highlights their disparity in 
status in household financial management. Harold possesses economic power as he 
“makes about seven times more” (159) than Lena. He then translates his economic 
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power into authority in other non-economic decisions (Michael 61). For example, 
Lena pays a lesser proportion of the home loan as she earns less than Harold with 
the consequence that she owns less than half of the house (Michael 61). Harold 
then feels that he has the final say in matters regarding the house as he owns more 
of it (Michael 61). However, Harold does not simply have more authority to decide 
how the house should be done up (Michael 61). He does not even let his wife make 
a single decision about the appearance of the house. By not letting Lena contribute 
to the decision about how the house should be done up, Harold behaves as if he 
owns the entire house. Even a trivial matter such as who pays for the extermination 
of the cat’s fleas becomes an issue to him. He feels that Lena should not include it 
in the shared expenses list because the cat belongs to her, disregarding the fact that 
he is the one who bought her the cat in the first place. During their argument, he 
continually mentions the extermination of the cat’s fleas when Lena unsuccessfully 
tries to explain that their marriage is based on much more than their dividing of 
household expenses. Indeed, the cold and calculative Harold cannot seem to think 
beyond mathematical terms and as a result, is unable to empathize with his wife. He 
is so thoughtless that he becomes totally unaware of the cause of Lena’s 
unhappiness. He continues to persist in his mistaken belief that she is unhappy and 
is crying because he refused to let her divide the cost of flea extermination. Instead, 
he gets even more irritated with her because she is crying. His irritation reveals that 
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he does not even let Lena express her unhappiness with him by crying as “it always 
makes him uncomfortable, angry. He thinks it’s manipulative” (164), which then 
reveals that he does not even want to consider the fact that Lena might be upset by 
his thoughtless actions. 
He is so uncaring that he resembles the cold ice-cream that he frequently 
consumes. He has always been quick to point out to Lena anything which does not 
seem to belong to their shared expenses list. Yet, his observations are limited to 
monetary matters as he has never noticed that Lena has never eaten any of the ice-
cream. He does not understand why Lena would hate ice-cream. Indeed, he equates 
her hatred of ice-cream to her “speaking Chinese”.  Both are equally baffling to the 
cold American Harold who is associated with frozen ice-cream. Lena, on the other 
hand, likes eating warm rice. Ice-cream is associated with American culture while 
rice belongs to Asian culture. Tan reductively defines Lena and Harold through 
their food preferences. Lena’s preference for rice aligns her with her Chinese 
mother and Chinese culture. 
Incidentally, it is Lena’s mother Ying-ying who propitiously notices the list 
of expenses that causes the marriage between Lena and Harold to be problematic 
and realizes that her daughter has not eaten any ice-cream but has to share its cost 
with Harold. Tan’s patriarchal Harold serves as the materialization of Ying-ying’s 
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ability to predict bad outcomes and ultimately the failure of her daughter’s 
marriage. Lena’s marriage to Harold is the result of Ying-ying telling her daughter 
that she would end up marrying a bad man if she does not finish her rice. The fact 
that Lena has indeed married a cold and calculative husband hence serves as an 
affirmation of Ying-ying’s almost sage-like ability and adherence to Chinese 
superstition. That Lena’s marriage to Harold has indeed turned out badly due to his 
patriarchal behavior then allows Lena to heed Ying-ying’s advice to “stop [her 
marriage with Harold]” (165).
Both Ying-ying and An-mei are endowed with some special ability that is 
associated with Chineseness to add to the exotic dimension of the text. While Ying-
ying can predict negative outcomes, An-mei believes in her nengkan (the belief in 
her own ability). Ted Jordan functions to find fault with Rose Hsu Jordan’s 
indecision and to cause her distress by initiating a divorce and wanting to sell the 
house. Their marriage ends in divorce due to Ted’s dictation of how Rose should 
behave. What happens is that after being sued by his patient for malpractice due to 
“accidentally sucking a nerve out” of his patient’s face instead of “the red spidery 
veins on her cheeks” (114), Ted becomes paranoid about being blamed for making 
mistakes. He does not want to be responsible if anything goes wrong so he becomes 
too scared to make decisions. He pushes all decision making to Rose and blames 
her when she cannot decide because she feels responsible for the death of her little 
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brother and fears making decisions. As Rose surmises, “whenever I said, ‘You 
decide,’ or ‘I don’t care.’ Or ‘Either way is fine with me,’ Ted would say in his 
impatient voice, ‘No, you decide. You can’t have it both ways, none of the 
responsibility, none of the blame’” (120). Ben Xu aptly points out that “her 
marriage with Ted breaks down because he is annoyed by her lack of decision” 
(12). He forces Rose to act as he desires, which is to make decisions, and divorces 
her when she does not conform to his expected behavior. Since her choice is not to 
be the one who makes decisions, Ted is denying her agency when he insists that she 
should tell him her preference. Ted’s seemingly arbitrary reason for divorcing Rose 
makes sense when placed in the context of the relationship between An-mei and 
Rose. Empowered with the belief in her capability to do what she wants, An-mei 
passes on this belief to Rose. His selfishness in wanting to divorce her and to sell 
the house which Rose likes then appears to serve as a precondition for An-mei’s 
intervention and advice that will empower Rose. After listening to An-Mei’s advice 
that she should “speak up for [herself]” (193), Rose finally manages to muster up 
the courage to tell Ted firmly that she does not want the house to be sold.
Both Lena’s and Rose’s heeding of their mothers’ advice result in the 
breaking up of their marriages. Lena realizes through Ying-ying’s advice that her 
marriage with Harold is rocky. Tan’s narrative of Lena and Rose ends with the 
rejection of the American husband and the acceptance of the mother and Chinese 
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culture. Such resolutions are problematic because there is no logical reason why the 
acceptance of the Chinese mother entails a rejection of the American husband. 
Thus, it is evident from Tan’s portrayal of the failed marriages that 
American men merely serve as “pawns…for bringing up the conflicts between the 
mothers and daughters” (Li 114) and ultimately to propel Tan’s narratives that are 
centered around mother-daughter relationships. In addition, portraying American 
men as patriarchal may well be a result of Tan wanting to convince the reader that 
patriarchal men are present not only in China, but also in America as well, perhaps 
to lessen the sense that she is criticizing only Chinese men. Indeed, Bella Adams 
argues that in The Joy Luck Club, “patriarchal ideology is presented as a 
perpetuating fixity, ensuring that women in both China and America are, [to An-mei 
and Rose], ‘like stairs, one step after another, going up and down, but all going in 
the same way’ (215)” (Adams 15 italics mine). To Adams, patriarchy is pervasive in 
The Joy Luck Club as it exists in both the Old World and the New World despite 
Tan’s more explicit association of patriarchy with China. Malini Johar Schueller 
argues that “Tan’s formulation of a common oppression shared by what is 
traditionally perceived as Chinese-raised and American-raised women subverts 
East-West cultural dichotomies” (79). However, Tan’s portrayal of how women in 
both the East and the West suffer from patriarchal oppression may not necessarily 
constitute a subversion of “East-West cultural dichotomies” (Schueller 79). This is 
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the case as Tan’s portrayal of how women suffer under patriarchy in China and 
America cannot be said to be similar because there is a difference in the degree of 
patriarchal oppression. Western patriarchy does not seem to oppress women as 
much as Chinese patriarchy. The Chinese American daughters, Lena and Rose, can 
escape their oppressive marriages and patriarchal husbands through divorce. In 
contrast, marriages in the old China are difficult to escape. Winnie has a terribly 
hard time getting a divorce. The only way for her to really escape from Wen Fu is 
to leave China. Lindo has to put up with her first husband from an arranged 
marriage until she finally devises a way of escaping. An-mei’s mother fears so 
much for her daughter An-mei’s future that she commits suicide in order to 
empower An-mei with a higher status than that of a lowly concubine’s child who is 
not related to Wu-Tsing by blood. By committing suicide, her spirit would haunt 
the mansion and frighten Wu-Tsing into providing An-mei with a comfortable life. 
These differences in the degree of patriarchal oppression point towards the implicit 
existence of an East/West dichotomy in Tan’s representation of men in The Joy 
Luck Club.
The first-generation Chinese American husbands of the mothers in The Joy 
Luck Club may seem to challenge the implicit existence of an East/West dichotomy. 
Indeed, the husbands are benign father figures as they do not seem to demonstrate 
patriarchal behavior. Jing-mei’s father, Canning Woo, serves as a stand-in of sorts 
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for her mother, Suyuan Woo. Just as the other mothers tell their life stories to their 
daughters which then leads to, as many critics have pointed out, mutual 
understanding and reconciliation between them, Canning Woo is the one who tells 
Jing-mei about her mother’s life because her mother has passed away before she 
can complete her story. Zenobia Mistri notes that Jing-mei “asks her father to tell 
the missing part of her mother’s Kweilin story” (257). This “missing part” (Mistri 
257), which is mainly about the reasons for Suyuan’s abandonment of the babies in 
China, constitutes an “aspect of [her] story that will bring June to a closer 
understanding of her mother” (Ho 207). This is the case as Jing-mei has been 
wondering why her mother had abandoned the babies and why her mother 
constantly pressurized her to do well. At this point, it will be useful to note that 
Jing-mei has always been resentful of the fact that her mother constantly wanted 
her to succeed in whatever she did. After Canning Woo’s narrative, she understands 
that her mother has been suffering extreme guilt about abandoning the babies and 
that she could not tell Jing-mei about this guilt. It was hard for Suyuan to tell Jing-
mei about this guilt as their relationship was strained due to Jing-mei’s failure to try 
her best in whatever she did. Whenever Suyuan expressed her disappointment with 
Jing-mei’s lack of effort, Jing-mei misunderstood Suyuan’s anger. Jing-mei thought 
that her mother was angry with her because she failed to be better than Waverley, 
when in fact, all her mother wanted was for her to put in her best effort in whatever 
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she did. As a result of misunderstanding Suyuan’s intentions, she “barely care[d] to 
know [Suyuan]” (Ho 159). Canning Woo also tells Jing-mei about the meaning of 
her name, that she is “the best quality” (281) of what remains of her mother’s 
children. His explanation of the meaning of her name leads Jing-mei to finally 
understand why her mother had pressurized her to put in her best effort in life. 
Suyuan wanted Jing-mei to strive for the best because Jing-mei is “the essence of 
[what remains of Suyuan’s children]” (281).His explanations hence lead to Jing-
mei’s understanding of her mother. Indeed, Wendy Ho has termed Canning Woo’s 
narrative a “healing talk-story” that facilitates mother-daughter reconciliation 
(206). Yet, his function in the text does not seem to go beyond that of a means of 
reconciliation between Jing-mei and her mother. He has been unreasonably 
marginalized in Tan’s feminist discourse that privileges the reconciliation between 
mothers and daughters.
Similarly, the other first-generation Chinese American husbands also appear 
in secondary roles that merely serve to make each Joy Luck family complete. In 
these marginal roles, there is no room for them to behave in a patriarchal manner. 
They hence appear benign because Tan is interested only in depicting the tensions 
within the mother-daughter relationship but not the difficulties in the father-
daughter relationship. There is thus also no reason for them to behave in a 
patriarchal manner. Magali Cornier Michael argues that “through a more 
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symmetrical distribution of power, the Joy Luck Club retains different roles for its 
various members while simultaneously rejecting a [traditional gender hierarchy]. 
For example, although the mothers cook the meals for the club gatherings and play 
mahjong while the husbands play cards after the meal, the mothers share with their 
husbands an equal, democratic voice and vote in Joy Luck Club decisions” (70). 
The men are not only seemingly perfect husbands; they also appear to be good 
fathers. Wendy Ho points out that the “Chinese American fathers are represented in 
The Joy Luck Club as dignified, beloved, and respected presences in the lives of the 
Joy Luck daughters” (207). 
However, one wonders how these fathers, with the exception of Canning 
Woo, even function “in the lives of the Joy Luck daughters” (207). Attempting to 
locate moments of father-daughter bonding in the novel becomes an almost 
impossible task. They are pretty much absent from the text. Indeed, Wendy Ho has 
not mentioned any other Joy Luck father in her chapter, which discusses the 
representation of fathers in mother-daughter stories, except for Canning Woo. The 
fathers are mostly underdeveloped characters. When we first encounter them before 
dinner at a Joy Luck Club meeting, they are “talk[ing] about stocks they are 
interested in buying” (29). This is subsequently followed by An Mei’s husband, 
George Hsu, reading the minutes for the meeting (28-29). The rest of the first 
chapter is occupied by the mahjong game and conversations between the mothers 
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and Jing-mei. Lindo’s husband, Tin Jong, hardly utters a word except in Lindo’s 
recollection of his marriage proposal to her. Indeed, the husbands seem to be 
present in the novel merely as spouses for the mothers and as fathers for the 
daughters to ensure that Tan’s depictions of the mother-daughter relationships can 
take place. As they do not leave much of an impression on the reader, Tan’s under 
development of benign Chinese men by no means undermines her negative 
portrayal of China and Orientalist stereotypes of Chinese men in the other parts of 
the novel. 
Of course, my discussion of men from China, especially those from The Joy 
Luck Club, may have been brief. However, the lack of materials on Chinese men 
cannot be regarded as a factor that renders Orientalist stereotypes of Chinese men 
less convincing because, as Wong argues, “both The Joy Luck Club and The 
Kitchen God’s Wife contrast a ‘low-resolution’ picture of the mothers’ lives in 
China with descriptions of high material specificity or informational density in the 
daughters’ settings” (186). To Wong, “the leveling of descriptive details in the 
‘Chinese’ segments is an important source of pleasure for white readers, who 
accept and appreciate it as a ‘mythic’ treatment of a remote but fascinating China” 
(187). In the same way, Tan does not provide a detailed description of patriarchal 
men from olden China in order to pander to her readers’ desire to read about “a 
remote but fascinating China” (Wong 187). Also, Wong’s argument that Tan’s 
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portrayals of America are more detailed than her portrayals of China draws my 
attention to the fact that Tan does not provide an equally “high-resolution” 
portrayal of the Chinese American fathers to match her detailed depiction of 
American life, when doing so will in fact subvert the Orientalist stereotypes of 
Chinese men set up in her portrayal of China. It can thus be deduced that Tan has 
little or no intention in subverting her Orientalist constructions of men from China 
because her portrait of Chinese American life is centered around mothers and 
daughters. The impression that patriarchy is associated with China does not get 
negated by Tan’s “low-resolution” (Wong 187) portrayal of Chinese men from 
China. 
Indeed, men in her novels tend to be flat characters with little depth to their 
personality as they occupy only secondary and marginal roles in The Joy Luck Club 
that is primarily about mother-daughter relationships. In The Kitchen God’s Wife, 
Wen Fu as a character exists only for Tan’s purpose to portray Chinese patriarchy 
negatively. As I have argued, he lacks depth to his personality. As a result of this 
lack of depth to her male characters in both The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen 
God’s Wife, they become very flat characters who are either benign or cruel 
patriarchs. Furthermore, Chinese patriarchy is depicted in an extremely negative 
manner because, in both novels, Tan juxtaposes men from China against American 
or Chinese American husbands, which results in the creation of an East/West 
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dichotomy. Thus, even though Tan attempts to portray the Chinese American Joy 
Luck husbands and fathers more positively in The Joy Luck Club, her brief 
treatment of these men fail to undo the implicit East/West dichotomy in the text. 
Traces of Orientalism still persist even as Tan tries to depict American husbands 
who also behave in a patriarchal manner. Tan does not even challenge the East/West 
dichotomy in The Kitchen God’s Wife. The East/West dichotomy, which is 
established by the juxtaposition of Wen Fu and Jimmy, along with her 
underdevelopment and marginalization of benign Chinese male characters, reveals 
that Tan’s rather crude feminism has resulted in shallow portrayals of men that 
conform to Orientalist stereotypes. 
The implications of presenting Chinese men merely as stereotypes are 
manifold: Americans who read The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife to 
find out more about Chinese Americans are likely to believe Tan’s extremely 
limited representations of Chinese American men and Chinese men. Indeed, David 
Leiwei Li argues that Tan’s featuring of merely four Chinese American families in 
The Joy Luck Club is too small a sample size to represent the entire spectrum of the 
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Asian American experience1. The sample size becomes smaller in The Kitchen 
God’s Wife that concentrates mainly on Winnie’s experience in China and her 
relationship with Pearl. Readers who read Tan’s novels to derive more information 
regarding the lives of Chinese Americans are then led to the mistaken belief that all 
Chinese Americans resemble the families represented in her novels when this is 
clearly not the case. 
Both the endings of The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife that 
involve the Chinese American protagonists’ return to China is inherently 
problematic when one considers the purpose of Asian American Literature, which 
is for Asian American authors to claim America as their homeland and their rightful 
status as American citizens. However, the second-generation Chinese American 
daughters Jing-mei and Pearl go to China to discover their Chinese identity. This 
1
 David Leiwei Li expresses Tan’s small sample size in a more lengthy manner: “If 
her fellow writers chose to substantiate the individual in terms of the national, situating 
their protagonists in the reimagined community of the United States, Tan manages to limit 
the trials and tribulations of her characters to the genealogical family, apparently 
independent from the larger society. The focus on the finicality of the ‘club’ rather than the 
consent of the country is an amazing act of narrative ‘privatization’. In identifying family 
breakdown as the source of all forms of social disarray, and family unity as the floating 
signifier ‘for all manner of social ties,’ The Joy Luck Club’s treatment of female familial 
experience exemplifies Tan’s active participation in the dominant privatization of social 
problems” (111-12).
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return to China then subverts the Asian American agenda of claiming American 
identity. Indeed, it seems that it is very problematic to regard Tan’s novels as 
representative of the Chinese American experience. A highly personal account of 
the migration experience in the form of a memoir may also contain some 
inaccuracies in representation. A memoir in itself, especially in the case of Shirley 
Geok-lin Lim’s Among The White Moon Faces, claims to represent a subjective 
perspective narrated from the first person point of view.
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CHAPTER THREE
The representation of paternal authority, feminism and postcolonialism in 
Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s Among the White Moon Faces
In this chapter, I will show how Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s memoir, Among the White  
Moon Faces, is marked by a very strong sense of her own marginal status as a 
Chinese Malaysian woman from Malacca and subsequently, an Asian American 
woman residing in the United States. Her memoir deals with her experiences of 
marginalization in her home country and in America and how her transnational 
feminist identity develops as a result of her attempts to overcome her 
disempowered status. In her quest to discover her identity as a female and a 
feminist, she writes about her encounters and response to paternal authority. 
Specifically, she focuses on how the men she comes across in her life have 
“influenced…the formation of her self” (Zhou, “Introduction to Among the White  
Moon Faces” unpaginated in original). According to Zhou Xiaojing, “The self, 
from its inception, is always a social being, constantly in the process of being 
fashioned and refashioned by the people and the places which provide material for 
the molding of the self” (Zhou, “Introduction to Among the White Moon Faces” 
unpaginated in original). Lim constructs a transnational self and focuses on the 
representation of gender relations in a transnational context, in which a person is 
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able to move across national boundaries. Through her British education and 
graduate school in the United States, she moves from the margins to the centre. She 
claims a diasporic identity to keep up connections in Singapore and Malaysia. At 
the same time, she also regards herself as an American scholar because she has 
been legitimized as an American citizen and also through her position as a 
university professor in America. In this chapter, I will analyze how, in the course of 
presenting the formation of her transnational identity, Lim documents her struggles 
with paternal authority and displays a strong awareness of how her relationships 
with men result in her oppression at times. She also depicts more positive aspects in 
which paternal authority is shown to be nurturing and supportive. I will 
demonstrate how her current status as a professor of English Literature at a 
reputable university in the United States places her in the centre of power and how 
this position causes her to treat the Asian world as the margins at times. The 
implications of her portrayal on the development of the Asian American literary 
canon will also be discussed.
That Lim’s project is devoted to expressing her feminist concerns is evident 
from her choice of the title for her memoir. Inherent in her subtitle, Memoirs of a 
Nyonya Feminist, used for the first Singapore and Malaysian edition of her memoir, 
are her cultural identity, her gender, and her feminism. As Lim states in her 
Prologue, “my name birthed me in a culture so ancient and enduring ‘I’ might as 
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well have not been born. Instead, ‘we’ were daughters, members of a family that 
placed its hope in sons. Something condescending and dismissive, careless and 
anonymous, accented the tones in which we were addressed” (Lim “Prologue” 
unpaginated in original), hence revealing the obliteration of the female self in 
Peranakan culture.  It is a culture that labels its women as nyonyas, also marking 
them as being of lower status than the men who are labeled as Babas, for the place 
of the nyonya is restricted to the private sphere of the home. On one hand, the term 
“nyonya feminist” seems to be a contradiction because a nyonya who belongs to a 
patriarchal Peranakan culture can never be a feminist at the same time. On the other 
hand, placing the two terms “nyonya” and “feminist” together also implies a 
renaming of her own identity as a nyonya to reconcile her cultural identity with her 
feminist identity. For Lim then, asserting herself as a feminist does not mean a 
negation of her cultural identity. Her feminism involves reconciliation between two 
seemingly antithetical terms - “noyonya” and “feminist”. Placing these two terms 
together allows her to assume the identity of a “noyonya feminist”. Her feminism 
takes into consideration her cultural roots and identity even as the culture that she 
comes from is patriarchal as “[she] understood Chinese identity as being 
synonymous with Chinese chauvinism” (65). Struggling against Chinese patriarchy, 
one aspect of her feminism is rebellious yet expresses empathy towards her father. 
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By revisiting her past in Malacca, Lim’s feminism takes on an empathetic 
perspective when she writes about her father. She aims to understand her father and 
in doing so, provides her readers with an account of paternal authority that may be 
oppressive yet nurturing and humane at times. Lim does not marginalize the father 
figure in her feminist memoir. She wants to tell her readers about his life so that he 
would not be banished into oblivion: “After the age of nineteen, he left the world of 
testimonials, of the seen and acknowledged, and entered a world of breeding, of 
feeding hungry mouths, of struggle and failure, small pleasures and modest hopes. 
His life has remained undocumented, unrecorded, and therefore unvalued and 
unsaved. I write to make my father’s life useful. To do that, I have to explain my 
love for him” (53). She gives us a detailed description of his life, the close 
relationship that she shared with him as a child and how that relationship became 
increasingly filled with tension as she grew older. Neither does Lim condemn her 
father for being a misogynist. As Wong Soak Koon notes, Lim’s father cannot be 
“simply dismissed as a Chinese patriarch” (153). Lim gives us a balanced though 
paradoxical portrait of her father in which his caring for the family is depicted 
along with his violence. 
Lim’s father is shown to be a man who loves and cares for the welfare of his 
children. After her mother left the family, her father took on the role of a mother by 
assuming responsibility for the household chores. According to Nina Morgan, he 
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“never subordinated his love and responsibility for his children to the dictates of 
social convention regarding a man’s life and role” (218). He takes on the 
conventionally maternal role of washing the dishes after dinner to allow Lim and 
her brothers to concentrate on doing their school homework. In an interview with 
Marjorie Chiew, Lim reveals more about her recognition of her father’s efforts in 
providing for and ensuring the survival of his family: “I also have poems about my 
dad and his sufferings. It’s in my imagination. He ended up with 10 kids. My 
father’s sadness appears in my dreams. His young body was dying of 
responsibilities. He really loved his children. He sacrificed his whole life feeding 
these mouths. He died before he was 60” (Lim 2005). Some of Lim’s statements 
are from her poem “My Father’s Sadness” that Fadillah Merican has drawn to my 
attention. The final stanza of “My Father’s Sadness” is dominated by images of 
entrapment and decay that highlight her father’s suffering in the course of 
providing for his family:
My father broke
with each child, finer and finer, the clay
of his body crumbling to a drizzle of silicone
in the hour-glass. How hard it is
to be a father, a bull under the axle
the mangrove netted by lianas, the host
perishing of its lavishness (Lim 24: 1994).
The fragility and mortal nature of her father’s body is emphasized through her 
comparison of his physical body to clay that disintegrates with time. That his life 
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has been shortened by his slogging for the family is suggested through the image of 
his body that is reduced to “a drizzle of silicon in the hour-glass” because he, like 
the mangrove, has been drained of its nourishment by his liana-like children. The 
relationship between father and children is shown to be a parasitical one. Lim 
constructs this parasitical relationship to emphasize that just as the host supports 
the existence of the parasites, her father has been financially supporting the family. 
Lim’s use of “lavish” to describe the parasites emphasizes that his children are not 
simply parasites that co-exist with the host in a harmless manner. The children are 
parasites that feed off their host so much that it ultimately leads to the host’s death. 
“My Father’s Sadness” reveals that Lim understands the struggles that her father 
goes through.
However, at the same time, she highlights that this father also uses violence 
to discipline his children. While recalling a childhood memory of her and her 
brothers holding on to their father while swimming, Lim compares him to a “father 
shark” (52). This comparison highlights that he is nurturing yet at the same time 
has the propensity to inflict violence. In chapter one, I have shown how Kingston 
tries to explain and understand why her father hit her and her siblings. Kingston 
stresses that he hits them not because he is randomly and despotically exercising 
his authority over his children but because he has been suffering from low self-
esteem due to his career struggles in America By recounting the incident in which 
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her Caucasian friend’s unemployed father hit her, she demonstrates that having 
one’s role as a breadwinner threatened by unfavorable economic circumstances 
may well lead to unintended violence towards one’s children. Like Kingston, Lim 
tries to explain and understand why her father is violent. 
What distinguishes her account of her father’s violence from Kingston’s is 
the detail and emotional intensity with which Lim recounts the first time her father 
hit her. The depth of her emotional response points toward the long-lasting impact 
of that violence inflicted on her. Lim feels that the father who hits her is completely 
different from the loving father with whom she is familiar. He “chang[es]…from 
father to monster” (55) as he strikes his children with the rattan cane. While hitting 
her, he “become[s] a fearful stranger” and “appeared simultaneously to melt away, 
to lose his familiar contours, and to harden, to loom as a featureless man to whom 
[her] screams and tears signified nothing” (55). He is unrelenting when wielding 
the cane and continues to repeatedly hit them even when it is evident that they are 
in pain. Due to the uncontrollable nature of his violence towards her, Lim 
associates these episodes with insanity. She feels that her father’s instances of 
violence in which he “lashed out crazily with the cane and the feather duster” (284) 
are “maddened episodes” (53) that occur without any logical reason. She is unable 
to provide any convincing explanation other than the perception that he hit them 
because they did something that he feels to be wrong or simply irritating to him. 
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His reasons for hitting her seem extremely trivial. For example, “he beat [her] 
viciously once for dropping a spoon and breaking it; on another occasion, when he 
thought a hawker had cheated [her]” (53-54). She becomes entrapped in what 
psychologists term “the cycle of violence” in which “child maltreatment 
victimization leads to child maltreatment perpetration in adulthood” (Heyman and 
Slep 864). As Lim states, “Violence….imprinted from childhood, can never be 
totally eradicated” (296) because “there is this access to violence in my body, that I 
have inherited, like an alcoholic gene, and that I have to keep in sight of, vigilant, 
never to let loose” (284). In consequence, she finds herself using violence on her 
son in which “[she] was repeating those very scenes of brutality that [her] father 
had wreaked on [her]” (299).  Jim Sullivan argues that “Lim liberates herself and 
her child from her family’s cycle of violence and concludes that ‘consciousness of 
family as love and violence all in one, and the power to stop the violence, whether 
practiced by men or women is, for me, a feminist consciousness’” (260). Indeed, 
one of the aims of feminism, as noted by Germaine Greer, is to bring about “a 
culture of non-violence” to end patriarchal oppression. According to Greer, both 
men and women have to cease using violence as a means of oppression or even to 
mistake the use of violence as a form of empowerment. The use of violence by 
those in power inevitably means that the disempowered will be oppressed (Greer 
168).
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What she cannot seem to escape from is the feeling of being left completely 
alone at the emotional level after her father hits her for the first time: “After that 
evening I knew I could not count on my father’s love” (54). She associates this 
episode with feelings of betrayal and physical and emotional separation from her 
father: “It was also the horror of the knowledge of the break, that he had forcibly 
set me aside from himself, asserting a presence so alien that it could turn the lithe 
pliable rod on my flesh and cut me...My lifelong sense of the evening as the hour of 
abandonment, when one looks out into the world and is overcome by one’s 
aloneness, begins with the beating” (55). He hits the five-year-old Shirley Lim 
when she shows him finger gestures that she learns from her brothers. The gestures 
in which her brothers “formed circles with the thumb and first finger of their left 
hands and stabbed the round air with fingers of their right hands (54),” appear to be 
fairly harmless to the five-year-old Lim who is unaware that those gestures 
resemble sexual penetration. It is an extremely traumatic event for her because she 
has shown him the sign in order to bond with him. According to Suzanne Fields, 
“fathers don’t always know how to do that: to love a daughter tenderly, while 
rejecting her sexually, is a central conflict in the father-daughter relationship” (15). 
Awkwardness in the father-daughter relationship exists due to the fact that fathers 
are ultimately men who possess sexual desire towards their daughters. Her father’s 
uncontrollable anger is a result of his fear of the sexual titillation that his daughter’s 
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actions may well arouse in him. Indeed, upon reflecting on this traumatic event, she 
becomes extremely conscious of the possibility that her displaying of the sign may 
well have caused her father to be sexually aroused and thus to react violently: 
“Something in my desire for him, that tug on his arm, the sharing of a sign, had 
toppled something in him. His rage was inexplicable otherwise” (55). Her strong 
awareness of the incest prohibition between father and daughter creates uneasiness 
in their relationship. For example, he is extremely concerned when she appears to 
be depressed and tells her to visit him at work after school. After recounting this 
incident, Lim reveals, “Across these years, I feel his tenderness and my uneasiness 
with it” (80). She feels uneasy because she is constantly conscious that “the bond I 
sewed tight between my father and me was illicit. In a Chinese family, perhaps in 
every family, daughters must be wary of their love for their fathers. We are 
constrained as daughters; the ties that strain us to our fathers are tense with those 
constraints. A vast because fearfully crossable boundary must separate girl-child 
from male parent. I wonder if all daughters suffered a revulsion about their fathers’ 
bodies, instinctively reacting to save themselves from unacknowledged dangers” 
(52). Lim expresses awareness of the awkwardness associated with this intensely 
close yet fraught with sexual danger father-daughter relationship. The daughter is in 
constant danger of causing her father to be sexually aroused.
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Lim seems to regard her father’s second marriage to “Ah Peng [who] was 
only…seven years older than [her]” as a major factor that disrupts the relationship 
between her and her father. Her attitude towards her father’s re-marriage is also one 
of resignation at the finality of her mother’s abandonment of the family: “Finally, I 
acknowledged that Mother was never going to return and nothing was ever going to 
be the same” (91). She gives her readers a negative portrait of her father’s second 
wife, associating Peng with the wicked stepmothers in fairy tales: “English-
educated, I repeated the word ‘stepmother’ to myself. Snow White and the Seven 
Dwarfs, Cinderella, Red Rose and White Rose, Hansel and Gretel, all the Western 
fairy tales in which wicked stepmothers and stepdaughters battled in mortal conflict 
swarmed in my mind” (91). The competition for Lim’s father’s affection would 
lead to conflict between Lim and Peng. Lim predicts that “[she] knew Peng would 
hate [her]” (91) because Peng will be jealous about her husband’s attachment to his 
daughter. During a quarrel in which Lim’s father confronted Peng for throwing 
Lim’s puppy into the river, Lim recalls, “I understood Peng loudly declaring in 
Hokkien that Father’s attachment to me was unnatural” (119). Due to her 
consciousness of the incest prohibition, she expresses her fear of her father’s 
sexuality: “After Peng’s accusation, I never felt the same way about Father. I was 
afraid of touching him. I could not bear to be near him. His body, which I had loved 
as a child seemed possessed with a power of revulsion instead. He became a fully 
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recognized sexual creature to me, and I abhorred his sexuality” (120). By “incest 
prohibition”, I mean that Lim expresses a strong consciousness of the possibility of 
incest in the father-daughter relationship and suggests that her father may be wary 
of the incest taboo. As a result of her consciousness of the gender difference 
between them, she becomes wary of his sexuality and sees him as a man who is 
capable of having sex, even with her, if she does not take precautions to behave 
with decorum in his presence in which she avoids having close physical contact 
with him and does not mention or allude to anything related to sex. A treat of 
noodles at the coffee shop is described as if it is a secret illicit affair as she 
understands that her father does not want Peng to know that father and daughter 
have spent time together: “Eating this delicious lunch in the coffee shop, I felt 
almost as if Father and I were alone in the world. He gave me his large, happy-go-
lucky grin and slipped me some coins, which we both knew I was not to tell Peng 
about. I could count on Father[’s] affection, but only in secret” (120-121).
It is also evident from her punishment that she experiences the double 
standards of sexual morality that dictates that girls must not display their sexuality 
or even show awareness about their sexuality both in the private and public spheres. 
Society’s double standards of   sexuality can be clearly illustrated in the fact that 
Lim’s brothers are allowed to play with the sign that resembles penetration but she 
is punished when she does so. Thus, it can be deduced that her father’s uncontrolled 
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violence towards her may well stem from his obsession with female sexual 
propriety. He is probably so paranoid about Lim’s sexuality because he does not 
want Lim to become like her mother who transgressed by having an affair outside 
marriage and who subsequently ran away from the Lim family. Lim represents the 
father figure as the first person who attempts to impose patriarchal norms of 
sexuality on his daughter. Fathers pride themselves on being able to rein in their 
daughters’ sexuality. To him, a daughter who does not observe the norms of sexual 
propriety is a disgrace because paternal authority as a regulator of sexual morality 
has been questioned (147). In a male-dominated family, daughters are regarded as 
the property of their fathers. Fathers feel that to assert their power, they have to 
exercise control over the sexual morality of their daughters. Thus, her father is 
enraged when he finds out the reason why she has to stay back for detention: that 
someone had seen her kissing her male cousin. Lim’s father is so incensed that he 
ceases to discipline her after this and Lim reveals that “it was as if this last disgrace 
had beaten him, and he never raised his hand against me again” (148). He has given 
up trying to discipline her, effectively rejecting her because she has failed to behave 
according to his standards of propriety that dictate that women and men should not 
have any physical contact unless they are married. This incident creates an 
emotional rift of sorts between Lim and her father. Indeed, Barbara H. Sheldon 
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notes that “under patriarchy, the daughter’s choice often boils down to obeying her 
father or defying him and losing his love” (39).
Besides that of her father and eldest brother, Lim also faces other forms of 
patriarchal control in the public sphere, all of which will contribute to her desire to 
rebel. The nuns at her convent school function as agents of patriarchy who impose 
patriarchal standards of conduct. That “silence and stillness were enforced as 
standard behavior” (105) at the convent school reveals that the school aims to turn 
its students into passive females who unquestioningly obey patriarchal norms. Such 
norms are indoctrinated through public punishment and disgrace for the offender. 
Talking during class is regarded as the wrong way to behave. Lim recalls how she 
was punished for “whispering to girls around [her]” in class by being made “to 
stand up on the desk chair” and “a piece of chalk would be placed in her mouth” 
(106), rendering her unable to speak for the duration of her punishment. Silence, or 
not to say what one thinks, is positively regarded by the rest of the girls who 
conform as a “self-protective skill” (107) that prevented one from getting punished. 
“I was learning at every stage of my life that speaking what is evident to my senses 
as plain common sense can bring swift punishment” (109). Lim resents their unfair 
treatment of her in which she was always punished for saying what she perceives to 
be true: “I talked back to my teachers not because I was defiant but because my 
thoughts in response to their actions and statements appeared irresistibly logical. It 
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always surprised me when teachers were offended by my answers and remarks, 
though they were frequently, it is true, unsolicited. I did not understand why they 
were angry, even inflamed, when I said something that appeared to me obviously 
correct” (107). Lim recounts incidents in which she was punished for seemingly 
minor instances of articulation to reveal the repressiveness of the norms that she 
was expected to conform to. Passive, unquestioning and silent obedience to the 
nuns’ authority is expected. She is slapped for simply “talk[ing] back” to Sister 
Sean (110) and for saying “Hooray” in relief when Sister Patricia’s English class 
was cancelled. When she was sixteen, her writing of colloquial terms that allude to 
sexual organs in her exercise book are termed “wicked ways” (111) by Sister Peter 
even as the writing of these terms may well be just part of an adolescent fascination 
with sexuality.
In patriarchal Chinese-Malayan society, girls were regarded as objects 
whose virginity has to be preserved for their husbands’ sexual pleasure and 
gratification and ultimately the assurance that his wife has adhered to the norms of 
sexual propriety:
Through the walls of our convent and our homes, we absorbed the 
unspoken yet ubiquitous lesson that we should be virgins when we 
married. Virginity was the secure barrier between ourselves and 
prostitutes. Unmarried women lost their reputations when they lost 
their virginity, as if reputation and virginity meant the same thing (137). 
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The patriarchal obsession with the sexual purity of women is aptly illustrated by the 
fact that Lim’s friend during her teenage years, “Biddy, was “taken…[by her father]
…to a doctor” after she was assaulted not because her father is concerned that she 
may have got injured. Rather, he wants “to check that she is still a virgin” after he 
suspects that she may have been raped during the assault (156). Any behavior that 
puts her virginity at risk is frowned upon. When she is fifteen years old, her eldest 
brother, Beng, warns her against hanging out with what he terms “bad girls”, Kim 
and Mandy, “runaround girls” who “stay out late, dance close, dress in tight 
clothes” (140) as he thinks that she will “get into trouble with them” (139). 
However, Lim chooses to rebel: “But [trouble] was exactly what I wanted. Aside 
from the daily grind of school and the annual pressure of examinations, Malaccan 
life was a stagnant round of sweaty afternoons and lingering steamy evenings 
followed by long dull nights” (139).
Lim’s feminism results in her rebelliousness. As Lim says of her rebellion 
against both gender and ethnic repression, “I actively sought corruption to break 
out of the pomegranate shell of being Chinese and a girl” (99). Since “the 
pomegranate is a fruit of the East, coming originally from Persia” (98), Lim equates 
her “Chinese life in Malaysia up to 1969” to “a pomegranate, thickly seeded” (97). 
This seemingly passive fruit of a pomegranate contains the propensity for rebellion 
as “within the pomegranate’s hundreds of seeds…also contained the drive for 
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singularity that will finally produce one tree from one seed” (98). Lim elaborates 
on her desire to challenge repressive systems such as Chinese patriarchy and British 
colonialism: “Corruption is inherent in every culture, if we think of corruption as a  
will to break out, to rupture, to break down, to decay, and thus to change. We are 
all mimic people, born to cultures that push us, shape us, and pummel us; and we 
are all agents, with the power of the subject…to push back and struggle against 
such shaping. So I have seen myself not so much sucking at the teat of British 
colonial culture as actively appropriating those aspects of it that I needed to escape 
that other familial/gender/native culture that violently hammered out only one 
shape for self” (99 emphasis mine). What Lim wants to break out of is her 
marginalized status as both an Asian and a woman. Indeed, women’s options in 
society are presented by Lim as extremely limited. While visiting her female 
friends as a young woman, Lim says of their mothers’ mundane domestic existence 
that only involves endless repetition of boring tasks: “Married women were almost 
always home when I visited their daughters. I saw them cleaning the kitchens, 
reading magazines under the living-room ceiling fans, or waking up from naps…I 
felt no shred of envy for their comfortable furniture or their positions. Their reality 
was a glue into which they were stuck” (138).
Lim rebels against the patriarchal obsession with sexual purity. In order for 
men to exert dominance over women, they reduce women to objects. In addition, 
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for a male-dominated society to objectify women, their bodies have to be controlled 
by regulating the sexual morality of women to prevent them from exercising the 
sexual freedom that men possess. Men’s sexual lives are not subject to scrutiny but 
a woman’s previous sexual encounters matter to her husband. To Lim, women are 
hence suppressed sexually because they are not accorded the sexual freedom that 
men are permitted to exercise. Lim goes against the repressive patriarchal dictate 
that women have to behave in a chaste manner by documenting her discovery and 
development of sexual awareness as a young child. She does so by describing in a 
tactile manner her young self seeking delight by touching herself in which she “lay 
on the cool wood floor of the bedroom and stroked [her] legs, enjoying the feel of 
fingers on [her] skin, enjoying the feel of skin on [her] fingers” (116). 
While it is common for male authors to provide explicit descriptions of 
sexual pleasure, Lim’s account is particularly daring because girls are expected to 
be modest and unaware of sexual pleasure until marriage. According to Wong Soak 
Koon, “Lim’s frank exposure of the unspoken torment of a young Chinese girl 
negotiating a sexual identity breaks the silence in so many Asian women’s 
autobiographies” (160). As opposed to treating female sexuality as a subject that is 
shrouded in unknowability and silence in which females are “snared in the…
unexplored territory of [their] own sexuality” (158), Lim explicitly foregrounds her 
experiences with the development of her sexuality. Lim’s remarks during a talk are 
101
cited by Wong, who quotes Lim as arguing that ‘sexuality in terms of bodily 
experience is a field rarely touched upon, especially by the Asian women’s 
community….I wanted to break that barrier” (Wong 160). She provides us with a 
daring description of her masturbating. The act of writing about her solitary 
discovery of sexual pleasure and sexual awareness is a form of resistance and 
rebellion against her father’s policing of sexual morality. The regulation of 
women’s sexual morality traps women in a double bind and Lim tries to escape this 
bind. In college, “sex was not forbidden but it greatly complicated what we young 
women could plan of our lives” (158). Women who did not observe the norms of 
sexual morality “received a reputation. It seemed that sexual notoriety was the only 
means by which a woman could become noteworthy in Malayan society. Of course, 
without her reputation, or with such a reputation, a woman would never find a man 
to marry” (137). Since promiscuous behavior is regarded as transgressive, young 
women can only be passive virgins waiting to be deflowered, a state that is fraught 
with anxiety and uncertainty: “Our repeated joshing over at least seven to eight 
years as to who would take away our virginity signaled our fears….about what was 
to become of us” (158). To avoid abiding by oppressive patriarchal standards that 
judge a woman’s value based on whether she is a virgin, Lim decides to take an 
active role in losing her virginity. “I was convinced that becoming a woman 
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signified losing my virginity” (137). Her decisiveness is emphasized as she terms it 
“[her] mission to rid [herself] of [her] virginity” (181). 
However, the fact is that she has to objectify herself in the process of losing 
her virginity. A clear sign of her objectified status is that she envisions that Rajan, 
the man with whom she chose to have her first sexual intercourse, will judge her 
sexual  attractiveness  based  on  her  physical  appearance.  She  self-consciously 
dresses herself in an outfit that will enhance her attractiveness: “Alert to the texture 
and shape of my limbs and breasts and the smoothness of my skin, I was keenly 
ashamed of the ridged keloid roughness on my back. I sprinkled Mother’s eau de 
cologne  under  my  armpits  and  behind  my  ears,  put  on  the  Janzten  shirt  and 
[skintight] dark green ski pants…and a pair of five-inch stiletto heels, and waited 
for Rajan” (168). Her wearing of form-fitting tight clothes and high heels enhances 
her figure and allows her to walk in a manner that is deemed delicately attractive. 
By attiring herself in clothes that conform to the norm of female attractiveness, she 
reduces herself to an object that is judged based on its physical attractiveness and 
desirability. Her lack of agency is revealed as she becomes a victim of patriarchal 
norms that dictate that women have to be conscious of their appearance to gratify 
the sexual desire of men. 
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More importantly, her disempowered status is evident in the fact that to lose 
her virginity, she has to reduce herself to a passive female that has to be penetrated. 
Her documentation of the loss of her virginity shows how difficult it is for women 
to escape patriarchal standards of sexual morality because whether or not they lose 
their virginity before marriage, they will still be subject to patriarchal judgment. 
However, Lim is trying to negate any suggestion that she has objectified herself 
through the process of losing her virginity. She feels that Rajan has done her a favor 
as she is “grateful that he was helping [her] overcome the taboo of sex; finally,  
[she] thought, [she] could get on with finding a relationship with a man without the 
begrudgingness of the fearful virgin” (168). Indeed, the very fact that she feels that 
Rajan is doing her a favor emphasizes her perception that she is in control.  She 
chooses to perceive the losing of her hymen as a form of liberation because it 
removes the initial fear associated with sexual experience. By being aware of the 
process  of  sex,  she  gains  courage  and  confidence  to  partake  in  boy-girl 
relationships. Even  though  she  is  “aware  only  of  pain”  (168)  when  being 
penetrated, she still feels the need to construct her first sexual encounter as devoid 
of her male partner’s sexual pleasure. She describes Rajan’s “tenderness” as being 
“almost clinical” and her “acquiescence [as] sacrificial” (168) possibly to downplay 
any  sense  that  she  was  disempowered  for  Rajan’s  sexual  gratification.  Lim’s 
revelation, that “Rajan had looked at [her] with lascivious envy and respect. [She] 
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knew he would tell Ian, [her previous lover and Rajan’s friend], everything about 
[her]” (167). Lim’s statement reveals that she had slept with Rajan to make Ian 
jealous: “I plotted to avenge myself on Ian” (166). She may feel that she is taking 
control by initiating revenge. Yet she negates the fact that the means by which she 
seeks revenge causes her to be objectified instead. 
Her relationships with men are indicative of her rebelliousness. She goes 
against the idea that a woman should be committed to only one man by engaging in 
a series of casual relationships. “Until I was twenty-one, I did not take men 
seriously, even though I knew enough to take sex seriously. I did not wish for 
marriage with anyone I met. Each man seemed desirable only for a limited time – 
an evening at the movies, a night of dancing, a drive to the beach” (159). 
In addition, her relationships with her male lovers allow her to seek 
affirmation of her identity as a young woman who is desired by the opposite sex. 
Lim highlights the fact that “residence life…[is]…a marriage market, more 
respectable than prostitution” (162) in which young women “were snared in the 
uncertainty of male desire on which [their] social status depended” (158). Women 
who remain single are ostracized as they were subject to “mockery” and were 
disparagingly regarded as the “ugly unwanted woman” (162). Getting married is as 
important as getting a degree. To the female undergraduate population at the 
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University of Malaya, their “university years were to produce a husband as well as 
a degree, and either failure was supposed to be devastating” (160).
Yet it also becomes evident through her relationship with her lovers, Ben 
and Iqbal, that she desires the acceptance that she failed to obtain from her father. 
Her lovers’ acceptance serves as a substitute for her father’s acceptance. Lim recalls 
how badly she wanted her father’s acceptance: “When my report card showed me 
as first in class, the smile he gave was rare and uniquely mine. I longed desperately 
to make him happy with me, and I dreaded his disapproval” (123). To Lim, 
obtaining her father’s approval is associated with being loved by him. In her poem, 
“My Father” (Lim 23: 1994), Lim reveals her great desire for her father’s approval, 
her fear of her father’s rejection and his intimidation of her through violence: 
My father said, “Please finish your studies.
This is what I want you to do.” Nervous,
I remember, as though he’s raised his fist
And I’m cowed again with misery.
And I will, father, to make your heart swell,
Learn dead languages, music, numbers,
You’ll have a daughter to show the neighbours,
To wink at; to keep your years well.
She desires her father’s approval so much that she resorts to dishonesty. She buys a 
fake report card to conceal the zero which she obtained for attempting to cheat 
during a Geography examination and refers to “the counterfeit table” as “a concrete 
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sign of [her] precocious and desperate cunning in trading for [her] father’s love” 
(124). Specifically, Lim wants to fill out her emotional void created by the sense of 
distance that developed between her and her father after he gives up on disciplining 
her. As a result, he becomes less involved in her life and increasingly distant at the 
emotional level. Her series of boyfriends appear to function as replacement father 
figures for the emotionally abandoned Lim. She seems to be seeking an alternative 
father figure as a replacement for that lost paternal authority combined with care 
and concern. This replacement manifests itself in the form of male lovers who will 
control her life, telling her what she should or should not do. This treating of her 
lovers as substitute father figures to compensate for the lost paternal emotional 
support in her life may well explain why she behaves in a submissive manner 
towards her lovers. As Lim reflects on the submissiveness of her younger self while 
writing her memoir, “What is it that shapes women like me to forbearance in the 
face of bullies and oppressors, to flight and silence rather than justice in struggle 
and speech? Perhaps my parents’ physical and emotional abandonment has led to 
my despair, to my profound distrust of any available protection. My childhood 
education, illuminating powerful adults as unloving, unjust, and violent, had driven 
me underground to avoid further damage, exchanging the hurts of trust for the hurts 
of futility” (204). Indeed, her relationships tend to follow a pattern of her 
submission to her lovers in order to obtain their acceptance. After some time, her 
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conformity to male authority is followed by her feminist realization that men have 
no right to exercise dominance over her and that they do not really love her as they 
think more about their own needs than her desire for emotional acceptance. 
Her lovers play a crucial role in the development of her feminist 
consciousness. Initially, she behaves as if her identity is dependent upon her 
relationships with her male lovers. In her relationship with an Eurasian student, 
Ben, she relies on Ben’s love to fill in the cracks within herself as “Ben’s devotion 
was balm to [her] sense of physical damage [after losing her virginity]” (182). Her 
reliance on him is so excessive that “being without him was grievously lonely” 
(183). He takes advantage of her insecurity by regarding her as an object to be 
protected. As Lim recalls, “he was more than devoted; he was sentinel and guard, 
for I was in his company every evening” (182). In taking on the role of her 
protector, he infantilizes her: “I was secure with him, and he played on that, calling 
me his lamb, his little one” (183). It becomes evident from her statement that she is 
complicit in the male infantalization of women as she accepts his label of her as 
“his little one” (183). Yet, such infantalization of females is disempowering to them 
because it justifies the male protection of women. Indeed, more often than not, 
male protection of women usually takes the form of repressive possessiveness. She 
mistakes his possessiveness as a form of security. Yet, at the same time, she feels 
that “his overpowering daily presence constricted her. [She] felt [she] could not live 
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without him and yet [she] did not want to live with him” (189). Lim’s insecurity 
and passivity allow Ben to assume possessive ownership of her life, threatening to 
kill her if she breaks her engagement with him. She narrates her repressive 
relationship with Ben to demonstrate how she develops an independence of sorts 
from being overly reliant on Ben and learns that she should not be obsessed with a 
romanticized and hence idealized construct of Ben. She comes to the realization 
that her indulging in an idealized image of Ben as an artist is nothing but an illusion 
because he merely poses as an artist for the fun of it: “I was proud of his 
intransigence, his apparent contempt for money and his belief in art, but after 
twelve hours in his studio, he wanted only a good time” (184). Indeed, nothing 
productive comes out of his posing as an artist. She also realizes that he thinks 
more about his own needs than hers. As Lim puts it, “it seemed to me that Ben’s 
love for me usually led to his comfort rather than mine” because “he insisted I 
come up to Penang, but I stayed indoors all day beside him while he painted” (184). 
She also realizes that her needs as a human being are also as important as his needs. 
A man who does not think about her feelings and need for personal space is not 
worthy of her love. Thus, she breaks her engagement with him.
Lim gives us an account of her subsequent relationship with Iqbal to 
emphasize how difficult it is for her to break out of her tendency to be submissive 
in order to obtain acceptance. She obeys him when he authoritatively tells her, “You 
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will have to learn how to cook if you want to live with me” (192). Even though she 
does not like to cook, she submits to Iqbal’s imposition of domesticity on her as he 
has made it a precondition for continuing their relationship (192). Even though she 
resents her own passivity as she “cried at [her] own submissiveness”, she “did not 
speak to him of [her] resentment as [she] could no longer imagine a life without 
him” (193). She shows us how she may do what Iqbal wants her to, but her 
compliance does not prevent him from telling her to leave his apartment to avoid 
upsetting his conservative mother who has come over for a visit. Lim eventually 
realizes that “Iqbal’s apartment was not [her] home” and that “[she] was like the 
live-in Malay maid whose place in the apartment was functional and without 
rights” (194). Indeed, the fact that Iqbal tells her that he will “buy [her] a washing 
machine” when he begs her not to leave for the US emphasizes his impression of 
her as merely a domestic helper. 
From her relationship with Iqbal, she demonstrates how she becomes 
conscious of the fact that she should not be submissive in order to obtain 
acceptance from her lover. She may behave passively towards James, her Master’s 
thesis advisor at the University of Malaya, but he takes advantage of her passivity 
and asks her to publish her thesis in both their names. She is ultimately the victim 
of her own passivity as she does not complete her candidature as a result. Likewise, 
Lim overcomes her passivity in her relationship with Iqbal. Her feminism does 
110
eventually extend to having an identity that is separate from Ben and Iqbal as aptly 
illustrated by her choice of her career as an academic over remaining in Malaysia 
with Iqbal because “[she] wanted not only Iqbal, but also [herself]” (198). She 
recognizes that her development as an intellectual may well be repressed if she 
continues her relationship with Iqbal. Indeed, “married to Iqbal, [she] would be a 
faculty wife, one of those women on the outer circle of every university party [she] 
attended, who sat with folded hands, like low fires banked for the night” and “[she] 
could not bear the prospect of sitting in that domestic outer circle, excluded from 
the interesting…arguments…and other important information” (198). She becomes 
aware that she does not have to appear less intelligent to obtain his love or to be his 
wife. She desires to be a scholar who generates new ideas, “to circulate in this talk, 
not circulate outside it” (198). 
Lim’s highlighting of the ethnicity of Ben and Iqbal is particularly 
significant and should not be dismissed as an incidental fact. As a young woman 
studying in Malacca and Kuala Lumpur, Lim gravitates towards men whom she 
regards as being of a marginal ethnicity because she feels that she does not belong 
to mainstream Malayan society. The English-speaking Lim explains her marginal 
position among the predominantly Mandarin-speaking Malayan Chinese 
community, that “[she] was usually treated by Malayan Chinese speakers as 
foreign, alien, and worse, decadent, an unspeakable because unspeaking descendent 
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of pathetic forbears” (182). She is attracted to Eurasian and Indian men because 
“tentative about [her] social position, [she] [is] most comfortable with those who 
were on the outside. Frequently mocked as different, they [do] not suggest that 
there [is] something wrong with you simply because you [are] different. To many 
xenophobic Malays and Chinese, Eurasians and Indians were always the wrong 
race. Eurasians were jibbed as ‘half-breeds’, ‘mongrels,’ white-lovers, loose, 
unambitious, the disintegrating fragments of a dying race. Indians were mocked as 
the wrong color, communalistic, quarrelsome: they smelled, used coconut oil, and 
worshipped strange gods” (182). Upon befriending a Chinese man, Joseph, she 
realizes that she will never have a Chinese boyfriend because “[she] recognized…
that [she] would never be able to feel sexual with a Chinese male because of the 
strong incest inhibitions that [she] had formed in my family. With [her] eight 
brothers and [her] troubled memories of [her] Father, [she] could only feel familial 
about Chinese men: they drew [her] as strong companions and brothers or repelled 
[her] as tyrants or weaklings, but a bar was raised between [her] body and theirs 
beyond which [she] could not imagine. Joseph was charming but without sexual 
danger” (166). 
Perhaps due to her current position as a member of mainstream middle-class 
American society, a certain degree of ethnocentricity in which Europeans are subtly 
presented as superior to Asians is present in Lim’s construction of her male lovers. 
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These ethnocentric tendencies in her representation of her previous boyfriends exist 
even as she expresses an anti-colonial sentiment towards British colonial 
domination in Malayan society. Her preference for male lovers reveals a certain 
idolatry of the white man. She gravitates towards men of specific ethnicities and 
who, more importantly, have been indoctrinated in Western culture. Initially, while 
still studying in Malacca, she is attracted to studious men who have received 
Western education at elite schools and who behave in a refined manner. She is 
drawn to Angus’s “sensitive St. Joseph-educated confidence” (142) and her cousin 
Heng Soon, who “ was a serious science student two years [her] senior…and [who] 
had received a Colombo Plan scholarship to study at the University of Adelaide” 
(144). Her preference for men who have received an elite colonial education may 
well compromise her disapproval of the British education system that she has 
condemned as being extremely exclusionary. She has the tendency to assign traits 
such as “tall, handsome” (159) and “polished” (159) to her Eurasian lovers such as 
Ian and the “tall, brown, and gentle spoken” (183) Eurasian Ben. She is attracted by 
the voice of her British advisor, James Hughes as, to her, “his endearments sounded 
like a soundtrack from a British film” (188). Her Punjabi lover, Iqbal, is given a 
comparatively unflattering description of his physical body. He is described as “Not 
much taller than [she], inclined towards fat, with a mass of unruly black hair that 
gave him the myopic popped-up glaze of a goldfish in a small bowl, Iqbal charmed 
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by more tenacious routes than the body” (190). After her emotionally stifling 
relationship with Ben, she is drawn to Iqbal, who “was casual where Ben was 
pretentious” (189). She adds that “Iqbal’s patience, his American past…seemed 
desirable, an alternative to Ben’s emotional dead-end” (190). Yet, her disapproval 
of Iqbal is more the result of her dislike of his dominance over her and her disgust 
with her initial submissiveness to him. Her unflattering description of him is by no 
means an Orientalist attempt to portray Indians as unattractive. She may highlight 
that Iqbal “had just returned from a five-year fellowship at the University of 
California in Berkeley, bringing with him a veneer of American sophistication” 
(189), thereby pointing toward her preference for men who are associated in some 
way with the Western world. She associates him with the West because of his 
prolonged stay in America. Indeed, it is likely that she would not have entered into 
a relationship with him if she had not thought of him as an American of sorts. Yet, 
she eventually recognizes how such a simplistic worship of men associated with the 
West may well have led to her oppression. In the initial stage of their relationship 
with Iqbal, she allows him to criticize her because she initially felt that his 
education in America accords superiority to him. The fact that Iqbal does not 
respect her as his equal and regards her as intellectually inferior to himself is aptly 
demonstrated by his surprise at her impressively high scores for the General Record 
Examinations (GREs) (195). She shows how she has been overly tolerant of his 
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groundless criticism of her in public due to her perception that men associated with 
the West are superior. Her false sense of Iqbal’s superiority led her to believe him 
when “he…convince[d] [her] that he was intellectually superior” to her. As a result 
of her delusion, she allows him to “publicly correct [her] pronunciation” (194). Her 
love towards him reduces considerably after she has spent a few months in America 
and realizes that the Americans whom she encounters in the United States by no 
means resemble Iqbal’s American mannerisms. Before she left for America, she 
“had remembered him as American” but “now, from Massachusetts, [she] saw that 
his American self was a fantasy” (221). Her preference for Eurasian and Caucasian 
men may seem, to a certain extent, to endorse the colonial perspective of the East 
and of Asia as a culture that is lacking as compared to Western civilization. 
However, even as she may idolize men who are associated with the Western 
world and portray them as superior to Malayan men to a certain extent, it has to be 
noted that she is highly aware of her ethnocentricity in her preference for male 
lovers. This awareness can be seen in her critique of her simplistic fascination with 
the power associated with the British colonial masters in her narration of her affair 
with James. Besides being motivated by curiosity regarding James’s “passionate 
clumsiness and the dangerous secrecy of the encounter” (187), she also enters into a 
relationship with him as she is fascinated by the power that his position represents. 
Earlier on, she has expressed fear of his authority: “I was intimidated to have Mr 
115
Hughes, he of the prowling peregrinations during the lecture hour. He had just 
returned from sabbatical in England…and smoked a pipe which…blew clouds of 
smoke over the head of the person before him” (185). Lim creates this image of his 
blowing of pipe smoke and the smoke being blown above “the head of the person 
before him” (185) to point toward her initial perception that he, as a British 
Caucasian lecturer, is superior to her. His sexual advances allowed her to feel “a 
sense of power, that unwittingly [she] had been able to reduce this superior man to 
frantic begging” (187). Entranced by his lowering of himself when he pleads with 
her, she responds passively to his declarations of love (186). Yet, it is a false sense 
of power because James is the one in control of their affair. He may place her on a 
pedestal by assuming an attitude of desperation to obtain her agreement to their 
sexual tryst. However, his pleading conceals the fact of her victimized status. In 
fact, she is being sexually harassed by her superior but she does not realize it at that 
time. According to Pauline T. Newton, “Not unlike a colonized subject, [Shirley 
Lim] reacts in a stunned, automatic manner to his propositions, allowing him to tell 
her what he pleases” (116). Indeed, she remains in a passive state throughout and 
“left the hotel room as dumbly as [she] had entered” (188). To Newton, Lim’s 
submissiveness to James aptly “demonstrates [her] position as a Chinese Malaysian 
in an Anglo-dominated society” (116). Her ethnocentric representations, then, entail 
giving her readers various examples of how the colonized subject has become so 
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entrapped into thinking that the colonial culture is superior to one’s native culture. 
Her recognition that James’s actions constitute sexual harassment (204) reveals her 
realization that her idolatry of Western culture merely heightens her marginalized 
status as a subject who has been taken over by cultural imperialism. Since she is 
demonstrating her awareness of how she has been oppressed by her own idolatry of 
Western culture, her ethnocentricity hence by no means compromises her anti-
colonial sentiment.
Indeed, her development of a feminist consciousness is intertwined with a 
very strong anti-colonial sentiment. When Malaya was under British colonial rule, 
British superiority and discrimination against the native Malayans persisted in 
Malayan society. She disliked her British education for its colonial structure and its 
resultant unequal treatment of students and teachers based on imperialistic notions 
of British superiority. She recalls that the nuns were more lenient towards “the 
privileged boarders, almost all of whom were British...[they] giggled and joked, 
shifting beams of sunshine, and were never reprimanded. To every schoolgirl, it 
was obvious that something about a white child made the good nuns benevolent” 
(105). In recounting the incident in which her role as a prefect was terminated, she 
presents the nuns as if they are colonial masters: “I felt the inevitability of Mother 
Superior and Sister Peter’s judgments. They never seemed more white to me than at 
that moment, in their starched cream gowns and bright metallic glasses, and I was 
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deeply conscious of my own brown-edged socks, my dark sallow skin, and flyaway 
black hair. There was no one to appeal to above them, and they were already gazing 
at each other in perfect understanding, like two avenging angels with arms locked 
above my head. ‘We’ve decided not to expel you. But you are now stripped of your 
prefectship’” (146). The whiteness of the nuns, as constructed through her 
comparison of them to “angels,” is juxtaposed against her “dark sallow skin” to 
highlight that she perceives them as oppressive colonial masters who mete out 
punishment to the colonized. As the oppressed colonized, she has no say in their 
decision even as “[she] knew they were wrong, as they had always been wrong 
about [her], and [she] knew [she] could do nothing to persuade them otherwise” 
(146). 
At the University of Malaya where she spent her undergraduate years and 
did her Masters, she remarks of the lecturers, that “[they] were lofty men, chiefly 
white, to whom we were uninteresting children of the Asian masses” (175). She 
emphasizes that she felt insignificant as a student at the University of Malaya. Her 
lecturers there constantly doubt her competency in English Literature. To them, 
since she is Asian and not British, she can never possess a good understanding of 
literary works by British writers. Lim expresses disapproval of her British lecturers’ 
unjustified prejudice towards Malayan students: “The British superiority had 
always grated on me. I wondered why they were teaching us what they believed 
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we, who were not English, could never possibly appreciate” (178).  Her lecturer in 
her first year, Mr Preston, mistakenly suspects Lim of plagiarism for her written 
assignment in which she is required to “analyze an anonymous poem, ‘Ode to 
Limestone’” (176) and his preconceived notion that Asians can never truly 
understand British poems causes him to feel that her essay is too well written for a 
Malaysian undergraduate. He is totally oblivious to the fact that it is not surprising 
that Lim does literary criticism well as she has had a lot of practice. She analyzes 
poems for leisure as to her, “unriddling the poem’s structure and intertwined themes 
was the kind of thing [she] did when [she] had turned to poetry for consolation 
during [her] years in the cramped Malacca house” (176). 
One’s appreciation for literature transcends nationality for the ability to 
understand literature is universal to the human condition. As Lim explains, “The 
physical sensation of expansion in the chest, even in the head, as I read a 
profoundly beautiful or mindful poem was conclusively and possessively 
subjective. The literature may have been of Britain, but [her] love of literature was 
outside the empire” (178).  One can eventually comprehend literary works by 
exercising one’s critical faculties. Indeed, she eventually chose to study in America, 
whose education system she refers to as “an elite selection system,” because she 
could no longer endure “the [British] colonial system for its monstrous 
repressiveness” (130).  Lim feels that America’s education system focuses more on 
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one’s ability to think critically and allows one to develop as a scholar who 
generates new ideas. Indeed, she “regret[s] the loss of the potential Malaysian 
intellectual in [herself] as a precocious child and young adult” (130). To Lim, the 
British colonial education system is repressive as it is based on rote learning and 
the regurgitation of information for examinations in order to produce graduates 
who, due to “the inevitable grind of the process,” will turn out to be “obedient 
administrators…through whom the colonial office would speak transparently” 
(131).
Her marginalized status did not improve when Malaya finally gained 
independence from British rule. Lim recognizes that she is oppressed due to her 
position as a Chinese in Malaysia even as she succumbs to ethnocentric 
representations at times. For example, Lim wanted very much to be a local lecturer 
at the University of Malaya, as she initially desired to remain in Malaysia with her 
boyfriend Iqbal. However, this position was instead offered to another graduate 
student, Karmal, a Malay Muslim, even though Lim had better grades. Lim 
eventually comes to the painful realization that “merit was not the main criterion 
for professional status. In Malaysia, I would always be of the wrong gender and the 
wrong race” (197). However, when the Malaysian government took over, Malaysia 
became dominated by Malay Muslims instead with the Malays taking over 
positions of dominance in society. As a Malaysian Chinese, Lim realizes that she 
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will always be denied better opportunities in Malaysia as less qualified Malay 
Muslims will be selected instead of her.
However, Lim realizes that white America also discriminates against people 
of color. As she observes of many Americans whom she randomly encounters, “a 
polite people, it is the facial muscles, the shoulder tension, and the silence that give 
away white Americans’ uneasiness with people not like them. The United States, a 
nation of immigrants, makes strangers only of those who are visibly different” and 
that “the stiffness and tentativeness, the distinct charge of distance that marked one 
as alien and outsider, was directed chiefly to those who did not look white 
European” (294). The fact that her host, Emily, opens up the house to her tells her 
that people in the United States appear hospitable, philanthropic and liberal. Indeed, 
she refers to Emily as “the confident do-gooder” (209). However, their goodwill 
only operates within certain limits. For example, “Emily didn’t press [her] when 
[she] refused to stay a second night at [Emily’s] home” (211). This implies that 
Emily may not be feeling that at ease with Lim after all. Emily’s act of offering 
Lim clothes that Emily’s daughter has outgrown reveals that Emily may well regard 
a foreign student from Malaysia as someone who is materially less well off and 
hence will be in need of warm clothing.
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Lim’s unfortunate experiences reveal how mainstream America frequently 
discriminates against Asians. Mainstream American society reduces young Asian 
women to stereotypes. Amy Ling identifies two typical stereotypes of the Asian 
woman, namely that of the “Dragon Lady” who is formed for the sexual 
consumption of Western culture, and that of the virginal and “Shy Lotus Blossom” 
who is “devoted body and soul to serving [her lover]” (11). According to Amy 
Ling, these stereotypes were…perpetuated through the popular media and continue 
to distort the way in which Asian women are…perceived in the Western world” 
(12).  For instance, when Lim writes a memo stating her interest to rent a place to 
stay, that read, “International graduate student looking to share a room with male or 
female roommates” (211), Emily warns Lim that “[Lim’s] notice gives the wrong 
impression. People will think the worst” (211). Indeed, this sense that Asian women 
are perceived as highly sexualized is compounded by the fact that a woman, 
probably Mr Harts’s wife, immediately mistakes Lim for Mr Harts’s mistress when 
she goes to his house for a meeting regarding academic matters. 
The construction of the Asian female as seductive may well have caused her 
flat mate, Gerald, to harass Lim as demonstrated by his constant reference to her as 
a “witch” who has “bewitched” him when she rejects his sexual advances (226-27). 
Given such instances of sexual harassment, it is hence not surprising that Lim 
expresses discomfort with the openness regarding the body in the United States and 
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writes about instances in which her personal boundaries have not been respected. 
The first couple she lives with in the United States, Jason and Brenda, believe that 
being in the nude keeps them healthy. Even though Lim tries to remain in her room 
to avoid them when they are in the nude, they expect her to adopt the same 
openness towards nudity as themselves. As a result, she ends up feeling more 
comfortable with men who abide by norms of propriety, especially in the case of J. 
V. Cunningham, her PhD thesis advisor. She “was drawn to Cunningham’s 
aloofness because it maintained these boundaries when all around strangers kept 
pushing them down” (226). Even though Cunningham is stern, Lim “learn[s] to 
appreciate him as a taskmaster whose parsimony was a form of respect for 
necessary boundaries” (226). 
Lim recognizes that not all her experiences with men are repressive and 
provides us with accounts of positive aspects of paternal authority to ensure that her 
memoir is balanced in its portrayal of male power. For example, Lim’s Jewish-
American husband, Charles, provides her with an extremely supportive form of 
paternal authority as “Charles was the stable center that finally brought [her] calm” 
(244). Indeed, his presence facilitates her assimilation in America, allowing her to 
feel more at ease when attending social functions such as concerts (Newton 119). 
Also, the fact that she can marry an American shows that she can become an 
American. 
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Another example of positive paternal authority that has had an impact on 
Lim’s choice of vocation is her American lecturer at the University of Malaya, Mr 
Farley, encourages her “unstintingly” (177) to pursue a career in academia by 
suggesting that she should consider “apply[ing] for a Fullbright fellowship to 
complete a doctorate in the United States” (177). His advice gives Lim the 
confidence to pursue an academic career in literature because while “the British 
lecturers had questioned [her] legitimacy in their subject, [Mr Farley] serenely 
assured [her] that [her] future lay in American literature” (177). Lim highlights that 
“his formal kindness offered [her] a glimpse of teaching as a nurturing relationship 
that the years of British education had disavowed” (177). His encouragement thus 
motivates her to pursue a PhD in America and to study American Literature.
Thus, these men in her memoir all, in some way or other, play a role in the 
development of her transnational identity. Lim feels that “writing should be an act 
of dis-alienation, of sensory claims. If we were not Malayans, who could we be?” 
(179). To Lim, then, writing is a way of discovering one’s identity or various 
transnational identities.  Fadillah Merican explains that “The term ‘transnational’ 
underlines the mobility, instability, and porous national borders that characterize the 
movements of global populations” (152). Thus, the state of being transnational 
implies the ability to adapt to and settle in new places that one finds oneself in due 
to circumstances. The notion of having a permanent home is non-existent to a 
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transnational person. Home for a transnational person hence becomes provisional. 
Lim’s definition of transnationality seems to be associated with rootlessness, in 
which one does not have a fixed place to call home. Indeed, she writes at the end of 
her memoir, “To give up the struggle for a memorialized homeland may be the 
most forgiving act I can do. Everywhere I have lived in the United States – Boston, 
Brooklyn, Westchester – I felt an absence of place, myself absent in America” 
(341). According to Theresa Yu, Lim’s definition of “home” is one that is “not 
without the nagging feeling of displacement, but nonetheless one [that Lim] has 
learned to make sense of and embrace” (107). To Lim, then, “home is the place 
where our stories are told” (341). Writing about and coming to terms with her past 
experiences is, to Lim, a way in which she can celebrate the idea of being able to 
make home in different places and “In California, [she is] beginning to write stories 
about America, as well as Malaysia. Listening, and telling [her] own stories, [she 
is] moving home” (341).
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CONCLUSION
In this thesis, I have read the significance of the representations of paternal 
authority and men by Maxine Hong Kingston in China Men, Amy Tan in The Joy 
Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife, and Shirley Geok-lin Lim in Among the 
White Moon Faces. These representations of men are inflected by the author’s own 
personal experiences and by the migration experience, whether as a second-
generation Chinese American or as a first-generation Chinese American. My 
detailed comparative study of Kingston, Tan and Lim has demonstrated the various 
ways in which writers with a feminist agenda, like Kingston and Lim, can choose 
to empathize with men rather than to condemn them as patriarchal. Chapter one 
focused on Kingston’s portrait of her father and her male ancestors in China Men 
and I have shown how she downplays her feminism while documenting the 
struggles of the Chinese American male immigrants.
Such empathy for the father figure allows for a more balanced portrait of 
paternal authority, as opposed to Tan’s Orientalist and rather limited portrayal of 
male characters. In my second chapter, I have discussed how Amy Tan explicitly 
represents paternal authority as a patriarchal assertion of power that is associated 
with the Old World in The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen God’s Wife. I have also 
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explained how the male characters in The Joy Luck Club exist only to further the 
plot that is mainly centered around the mother-daughter relationship.
I have also argued that Tan’s Orientalist representations of men are 
potentially dangerous to the perception of Chinese Americans by mainstream 
American society because Americans who read The Joy Luck Club and The Kitchen 
God’s Wife to find out more about Chinese Americans are likely to believe Tan’s 
extremely limited representations of Chinese American men and Chinese men. 
My discussion of texts by these three authors has also shown how the Asian 
American immigration experience is a constant struggle to assert one’s identity as 
an American. This identity is tenuous because it is in constant danger of being 
negated by mainstream white American society. Asian American authors constantly 
need to assert their identity through their writing. I have discussed how Kingston 
has to construct a narrative for her ancestors to establish their presence in American 
history.  I have demonstrated how Lim overcomes her experiences of 
marginalization and how her feminism, anti-colonial sentiments and transnational 
identity develop as she confronts the socially constructed limitations of being both 
Chinese and a woman in a male-dominated society. I have also shown how Lim has 
to assert her identity as an Asian American feminist in her memoir. Indeed, the very 
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fact that she has to establish this identity and how it comes into being points 
towards its constant need to be reaffirmed.
My recommendation for further research is that more works by Asian 
American women authors that involve the representation of paternal authority could 
be analyzed in order to obtain a better understanding of how writers negotiate 
between their feminist concerns and the representation of men.
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